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German Eastern Policy
Is a partnership with Poland possible?

by Stefan Meister

Germany’s Eastern policy has traditionally focused on Russia. As a result, the country’s policy 
towards Eastern Partnership (EaP) countries is also influenced by Germany’s relationship with 
Russia. This policy weakens alternative approaches towards post-Soviet states in the EU and a 
neighborhood policy that is focused on supporting the transformation of  EaP countries. German 
Eastern policy should more focus on EaP countries, because the impact of  bad governance in these 
countries, their significance for gas and oil transit and the importance of  success of  EU-policy in 
its neighborhood for its reliability in international politics are important for the whole EU. Even 
if  Germany has previously played an active role in developing concepts for post-Soviet countries 
(ENPplus, Central Asia Strategy, Black Sea Synergy), the dominance of  Russia in its Eastern 
policy and the limited cooperation with other member states regarding EaP-countries hinders the 
success of  EU-Eastern neighborhood policy. 

Background

What we have observed in the last few years is a 
normalization of  German-Russian relations, with 
Germany moving away from a special partnership 
and increasingly integrating its Eastern policy with 
the EU. Sobriety cooled the close personal rela-
tionship between Boris Yeltsin and Helmut Kohl 
as well as that of  Gerhard Schröder and Vladi-
mir Putin. The European Union has increasingly 
become the framework for German Eastern policy. 
An example is EU’s third energy packet, which 
plays an ever more important role in the relation-
ship between German energy companies and 
Gazprom. Germany’s modernization partnership 
with Russia has also become part of  EU policy. But 
without active member states with common inter-
ests, EU neighborhood policy will not be dynamic. 
At the moment, when the development of  the 
European External Action Service even weakens 
common EU foreign policy, it is above all differ-
ent coalitions of  EU member states that shape the 
EU’s neighborhood and foreign policies. 

With the change of  government in Germany in 
2009, the interest and expertise on Russia and East-
ern policy has decreased. Parliamentarians and state 
secretaries with expertise in Eastern Europe left 

the Bundestag and the Foreign Office. The global 
financial crisis, the Euro crisis, and other topics 
became more important than the Eastern neigh-
borhood. Even if  the Eastern neighborhood is no 
longer a priority for the current German coalition 
government, it stands despite other announcements 
with its Eastern policy in a tradition of  previous 
governments. In the CDU/CSU-FDP coalition 
agreement, Russia is not mentioned as a strategic 
partner but as an “important partner for overcom-
ing regional and global challenges.” The coalition 
wants to support the course of  modernization in 
Russia and focuses on reducing deficits in areas 
like human rights and the rule of  law. According 
to the agreement, the government will particularly 
focus on the interests of  other Eastern neighbors.1 
Poland is described as a major partner in the EU 
and as essential for relations with the Eastern 
neighborhood. The reanimation of  the Weimar Tri-
angle, started under former Foreign Minister Frank-
Walter Steinmeier in 2008, is set to be a priority for 
the current government. 

Objectives

But there are no new concepts regarding EaP-
countries and Russia. Despite increasing challenges 
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in these states—such as the brutal reaction of  the 
regime in Belarus after presidential elections in 
2010, the authoritarian roll back in Ukraine under 
president Viktor Janukovich, and the lack of  sup-
port for the Nabucco pipeline (which is even more 
important in light of  the German nuclear phase-
out)—the German government was not able to 
prioritize EaP-policy. The modernization partner-
ship with Russia was adopted from the previous 
coalition between the CDU/CSU and the Social 
Democrats (SPD). The concept of  “rapproche-
ment through interweavement” was developed 
by the policy planning staff  under SPD Foreign 
Minister Frank-Walter Steinmeier. With the change 
of  the Russian presidency from Vladimir Putin to 
Dmitri Medvedev, this concept was further devel-
oped into a “partnership for modernization” with 
Russia. Fields of  cooperation were emphasized by 
Steinmeier in a speech in May 2008 at Yekaterin-
burg, and include energy and climate policy, health 
policy, infrastructure, education, and science and 
public administration. Merkel spoke at the Ger-
man-Russian government consultations in October 
2008 in St. Petersburg about a “partnership of  
innovation.” The goal of  this concept is coopera-
tion in securing the sustainability of  both countries 
in global competition.

The German economy and lobbying organizations 
like the Committee on Eastern European Eco-
nomic relations play a key role in influencing Ger-
man political decision makers and they still have a 
strong impact on Germany’s relations with Russia 
and other post-Soviet countries. At the same time, 
the Eastern Committee plays an important role in 
promoting politically relevant topics. In July 2011, 
it launched a strategic paper to abolish visa restric-
tions between the EU, Russia, and some Eastern 
neighbors, a topic that is highly relevant for the 
EU’s relationship with the Eastern neighborhood.2 
For the Russian government, easing or abolishing 
visa regulations is a top priority with the EU. Most 
experts agree that negative impacts on the labor 
market would be limited while increased people-to-
people contact would be beneficial for economic 
cooperation and for political transformation. But 
German political-decision makers, especially in the 

Bundestag and the Ministry of  Internal Affairs, 
still fear that voters will punish them for easing 
visa regulations for Eastern neighbors. The Ger-
man Foreign Office is aware of  this contradic-
tion and has promoted a debate on easing visa 
restrictions. 

Russia is Germany’s biggest supplier of  gas and oil, 
sending around 40 percent of  Germany’s gas and 
35 percent of  its oil supply in 2010. With the gov-
ernment’s decision to stop using nuclear energy by 
2022, Germany’s demand for gas will increase. This 
is of  interest to Gazprom, which is developing 
Germany into the Northern hub for energy supply 
to the EU and has an interest in participating in the 
consumer market. A common memorandum with 
RWE to establish a joint venture in power produc-
tion was signed in July 20113 and German energy 
companies like E.ON have established long-term 
cooperation with Gazprom. But the German gov-
ernment and the companies themselves are skepti-
cal about depending too much on one supplier. 
Chancellor Merkel rejected President Medvedev’s 
offer to build a third line for the Nord Stream 
pipeline, which he proposed at the German-Rus-
sian government consultations in July 2011.4 

Germany’s role as Russia’s most important eco-
nomic partner has been decreasing since 2007, but 
the relationship is still important for both sides. 
In 2010 Germany was the second largest supplier 
of  goods to Russia, accounting for 11.7 percent 
after China with 17 percent (third position Ukraine 
with 6.1 percent). As an importer of  Russian 
goods, it is ranked third after the Netherlands and 
Italy. In 2010 Germany was Russia’s fourth big-
gest investor after Cyprus, the Netherlands, and 
Luxembourg.5 For Germany, Russia plays a more 
minor role in trade: in 2010, Russia was the 13th 
most popular destination for German exports at 
2.7 percent, behind Poland and the Czech Republic. 
For imports it was in 10th place with 3.9 percent.6 
There is still ongoing frustration in the German 
economy with Russia’s investment climate. German 
small- and medium-size companies in particular 
tend to have problems with access to the Russian 
market and the lack of  rule of  law. State influence 
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on the Russian economy is the main obstacle for 
deepening the economic relationship and develop-
ing a real modernization partnership.

In the field of  security cooperation with Russia, 
conflict resolution in the post-Soviet neighborhood 
plays a key role in German-Russian relations. The 
so called Meseberg process was set up by Chancel-
lor Merkel and President Medvedev in June 2010 
to offer Russia an EU-Russia Security Council for 
cooperating on a resolution to the Transnistrian 
conflict with Moldova. Using bargaining to reach a 
breakthrough in conflict resolution with Russia is a 
concept worth trying. But this offer was not previ-
ously discussed with EU partners and lacks a clear 
strategy. There are neither benchmarks nor a road 
map set up and more than one year after the pro-
cess has started the results are meager. Instead of  
strengthening instruments of  conflict resolution in 
the context of  EU-neighborhood policy, the Ger-
man government tried to make a deal with Russia 
on a conflict in a post-Soviet country.

Assessment

Despite the current government’s announcement 
that small Eastern neighborhood countries will 
be a priority for Germany’s Eastern policy, this is 
not true actually. Because Eastern policy is not a 
priority for the current government, the “Russia 
first” approach of  the previous government has 
remained. The current German government has 
above all an elite driven approach towards Russia 
and the EaP states. On the one hand, the Ger-
man government tries to make bilateral deals with 
the Russian leadership, such as with the Meseberg 
Memorandum; on the other hand it has no interest 
in a too close relationship with Moscow. This gap 
between theory and reality can also be seen in rela-
tions with Poland: There has been increased com-
munication with Poland (within the framework of  
the Weimar Triangle or in a new Trialog Germany-
Poland-Russia for instance), but no real common 
ground on Eastern policy. While Poland is focus-
ing on the EaP-countries, Russia is the linchpin of  
Germany’s Eastern policy.  

But Russia is the wrong partner to help solving the 
lack of  reform and the ongoing conflicts in post-
Soviet countries. On the contrary, it uses the weak-
nesses of  these states to preserve its own influence. 
Germany and the European Union have an interest 
in good governance in its Eastern neighborhood, 
including the rule of  law, open markets, reliable 
governments, and conflict resolution. Russia has 
an interest in informal networks, dependent econo-
mies, and the status quo. Therefore, to separate 
policies towards Russia and EaP countries with a 
two-track approach is a prerequisite for a successful 
Eastern policy. This approach would also be in line 
with Polish Eastern policy and would be beneficial 
for the EU’s long-term interest in influencing the 
democratic transformation of  EaP countries.

Thesis

• There is a lack of  engagement and interest by the 
current German government on Eastern policy, 
which leads neither to a consequent, elite driven 
modernization partnership with Russia nor to 
increased activities in the EaP countries. There 
is a need for a coalition of  interested member 
states (like Germany and Poland plus others) to 
reform the EU’s Eastern policy as a common 
European project along the lines of  a two-track 
approach.

• Against the political reality, Germany still tries to 
cooperate with Russia on reforming the shared 
neighborhood. Solving conflicts in the post-
Soviet region and supporting the democratic 
transformation of  EaP countries is not in Rus-
sia’s interest and may also bring Germany into 
conflict with Moscow. Russia and Germany/the 
EU have some areas of  common interest (energy, 
economy), but if  there are diverging interests 
(especially in the post-Soviet region), a clear mes-
sage and the occasional conflicts are necessary.

• The German modernization partnership with 
Russia lacks big strategic projects—except Nord 
Stream. It is above all a policy of  small steps 
and good will. The lack of  rule of  law and the 
influence of  the Russian state in the economy 
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is the main hindrance for a real modernization 
partnership with Russia. 

• Poland should continue its path of  normalizing 
relations with Russia and promote the impor-
tance of  integrating EaP countries. Among the 
Polish leadership, there should not be competi-
tion about who has the best relations with the 
Eastern neighbors, but rather all players should 
act in concert. A clear message of  cooperation 

and communication with EaP countries and 
other EU member states is necessary. Germany 
should use the window of  opportunity and take 
the chance to cooperate with Poland not only on 
Russia but also on EaP countries.

Dr. Stefan Meister, Center for Centeral and 
Eastern Europe of the Robert Bosch Stiftung, 
German Council on Foreign Relations (DGAP).
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