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During the Cold War, Western European civil society played a key
role in the development of public attention for dissent, dissidents,
and opposition to the practices of state socialist regimes more
generally.! This was also the case in Belgium. In 1988, the Belgian
journalist and filmmaker, Josy Dubié, had filmed a documentary
on the precarity of living conditions in Romania, in which he had
also included testimonies of dissidents.? His goal was to signal the
country’s humanitarian and political problems, as the film was
titled: ‘Le Désastre Rouge’. However, right before the documen-
tary aired on one of Belgium’s public broadcasts, RTBF, the Belgian
Minister of Foreign Affairs, Leo Tindemans, obstructed the emis-
sion. Tindemans claimed the documentary would have harmed
Belgium’s diplomatic relations with Romania, because it exclu-
sively focused on the negative aspects of the Ceausescu regime.?
Yet, after several discussions between the RTBF and the Minis-
try of Foreign Affairs, the documentary aired in December 1988.
The film was an immense success, as it was sold to broadcasters
from over thirty countries and sharpened public attention to the

situation in Romania.*
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The story of ‘Le Désastre Rouge’ is highly emblem-
atic for the state of East-West relations during the
last years of the Cold War. On the one hand Tinde-
mans’ attempt to conceal criticism and preserve
friendly diplomatic ties to Romania epitomizes
the political outlook of several Western European
leaders during the 1980s, which scholars have
framed in the so-called ‘long détente’. A historio-
graphic concept that accentuates the long lasting
character and impact of East-West rapproche-
ment in Europe and configures détente as a cor-
nerstone for the Cold War’s peaceful endgame.®
An innovative bundle of scholarship has now
explored the multitude of varying ‘Ostpolitiks’
developed by Western European governments, as
well as the Central and Eastern European policies
built on the notion of peaceful co-existence.® On
the other hand, Dubié’s documentary reveals the
ways in which non-state or civil society actors
engaged in activities across the East-West divide,
the role they played in challenging state social-
ist regimes, and supported dissidents. During the
long 1970s a plethora of social movements inter-

acted in varying ways with actors and organiza-
tions from the opposite side of the Iron Curtain.”
Also in Belgium social movements engaged in a
wide range of East-West encounters, for instance,
while some organizations mobilized on behalf
of the oppressed Polish trade union Solidarnos¢,
others developed contacts with Soviet-sponsored
peace movements.®

What scholars seem to have overlooked are the
ways in which different approaches to East-West
encounters collided, challenged one another, and
shaped relations with post-socialist states after
1989. The story of ‘Le Désastre Rouge’ already
reveals the way in which civil society actors col-
lided with the Belgian government and challenged
European détente. Uncovering these overlaps
has become increasingly pressing since Idesbald
Goddeeris, Maud Anne Bracke and James Mark
have stressed the so-called ‘limits of transnational
activism’.? Therefore, this article will analyze Bel-
go-Romanian relations between 1984 and 1990
from both governmental and civil society perspec-
tives. Belgo-Romanian relations provide an excel-
lent case, as Belgium was home to one of the larg-
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est transnational initiatives against the Ceausescu
regime: Opérations Villages Roumains (OVR),
which contrasted with the détente-prone attitudes
of Belgian politicians.'® The article will principally
ask to what extent did the Belgium government
develop a long détente approach to East-West
relations and how did these interactions shape
civil society initiatives? How did state represent-
atives perceive the transnational success of activ-
ists challenging the Romanian regime? And what
does this uncover about Belgium as an actor in
the Cold War? The duality of perspectives reveals
the limits of a long détente, and the ways in which
civil society actors and organizations sought to
overcome the boundaries set by diplomatic East-
West rapprochement.

The article will be divided into three chronologi-
cally structured parts. The first part will start with
a brief history of bilateral relations focusing on the
phenomenon and theorization of a long détente in
Belgium from 1984 until 1988. Recently disclosed
documents at the Belgian diplomatic archive, as
well as the personal archives of prominent Chris-
tian democratic politicians offer a unique per-
spective in the East-West strategies envisaged by
the Belgian government. Moreover, this section
aims to produce a chronological extension of the
existing literature on Belgo-Romanian relations.
While Idesbald Goddeeris, Silvia Marton, Andrei
Niculescu, Raul Carstocea and Maarten Van Gin-

derachter have focused on Belgo-Romanian rela-
tions during the long nineteenth century as well
as the interwar period, this article explores these
relations during the final Cold War years."" Here,
Belgo-Romanian relations will be re-visited from
the perspective of state representatives

The second part investigates the civil society
perspective by focusing on the political activ-
ist organization OVR. In retrospect, OVR mem-
bers structured their activism into three phases:
the adoption phase (1988-1989), the humanitarian
phase (1989-1990), and the development phase
(1990-...). While much scholarly attention has
been paid to OVR’s humanitarian efforts in early
1990, this article will predominantly focus on the
so-called adoption phase.’”? During this period
OVR rallied against the project of systematization
through a grassroots approach. The project of sys-
tematization was a notorious plan of the Roma-
nian state in which it drastically re-structured the
rural areas of the country into large agro-industrial
sites. The advancement of the project in March
1988 became front-page news in many Western
European countries and triggered the attention
of various activist organizations, such as the in
Brussels founded organization OVR."” The chap-
ter will not provide an exhaustive history of OVR.
Rather, it will focus on the methods, objectives
and ideas that shaped the organization during its
first months of existence. OVR’s documents have
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been consulted at the Mundaneum in Mons and
supplemented with publications of and interviews
with the organization’s main protagonists.' The
oral history component primarily functions as a
lens on the archival materials.

The final part will zoom in on a controversial
fundraiser that aired on national television on
31 December 1989 and embodied the tension
between OVR and the Belgian government. Archi-
val materials and interviews shed a new light on
this essential event in the Belgian mobilization on
behalf of Romania. It highlights how both a long
détente and OVR’s mobilization firmly shaped
the humanitarian aid on behalf of Romania that
emerged in the advent of 1990.

Bilateral relations between Belgium and Roma-
nia pre-dated the First World War. Although
Romanian elites were inspired by Belgian’s con-
stitutional model and positioning in international
relations during the second half of the nineteenth
century,” exchanges between the two countries
were predominantly of an economic nature, as
Belgian private investments were made in tram-
ways, oil, cement and sugar refineries. This was
extended after 1918. The Belgian oil company Pet-
rofina extracted its oil in Romania and the country
was broadly seen as an emerging economy.’ In
the 1940s fascist and communist rule disrupted
the lion’s share of bilateral ties."” Diplomatic rela-
tions after 1945 became characterized by early
Cold War antagonism and only re-emerged in

the early 1960s. Economic interests continued to
shape bilateral contacts. In 1961 a group of Bel-
gian investors was formally invited to Romania
and in 1964 Belgian minister of Economic Affairs
Antoon Spinoy attended the opening of the Union
chimique belge’s phosphor plant in Ploiesti, just
north of Bucharest.”® On the multilateral level
Belgian and Romanian officials cooperated in the
so-called Group of Nine. This alliance between
three NATO, three Warsaw Pact and three neutral
European countries envisaged an informal discus-
sion of pan-European interest, but ceased to exist
following disagreements concerning the invasion
of Prague in the summer of 1968.'% Nevertheless,
the Group of Nine was a prelude for Belgo-Roma-
nian dialogue and cooperation under the impetus
of an emerging détente and peaceful co-exist-
ence.?’ East-West cooperation played an impor-
tant role in the foreign policy of both countries
which resulted in several economic agreements
in 1967, 1968 and 1970 as well as agreements
on tourism in 1969. According to members of the
Belgian diplomatic corps who reported on the
state of Belgo-Romanian relations, the renewed
exchanges were particularly Romania’s effort.?!

Harmel’s report to NATO received great attention
in Bucharest while Romania’s refusal to join the
Warsaw Pact invasion of Prague was lauded in
Brussels. Corneliu Manescu, the Romanian Min-
ister of Foreign Affairs, and lon Gheorghe Mau-
rer, the Romanian Prime Minster, visited Belgium
on several occasions in the late 1960s and were
welcomed by King Baudouin in 1969. Roma-
nian president Ceausescu received Pierre Harmel
in 1968 and paid a visit to Brussels in October
1972. According to Belgian ministers at the time,
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Romania conspicuously increased economic rela-
tions with Western European countries in order
become less dependent on the Soviet Union. Dur-
ing the 1960s and 1970s many Western European
observers, politicians, and diplomats perceived
Ceausescu, as a maverick seeking political and
economic independence from the Soviet Union.?
In 1969 Manescu and Maurer aimed to increase
Romanian import to Belgium, while also hinting
at interstate loans.? These visits were followed by
a visit of King Baudouin to Bucharest in 1976.2*
During this period both countries contributed to
the Helsinki final act and the creation of the Con-
ference on Security and Cooperation in Europe
(CSCE). The latter was a series of follow-up meet-
ings after the success of the Helsinki Accords,
which scholars have framed as a cornerstone of a
‘long détente’ in Europe.?

The limited literature that exists on Belgo-Roma-
nian relations after the second World War often
portrays an end to these close contacts after Bel-
gium expelled 14 Romanian diplomats, Eugene
Michiels among others, who were accused of
espionage in 1982-1983. Indeed, this would
comply with the traditional reading of a crisis of
détente during the early 1980s produced by the
repercussions of the NATO double track deci-
sion. Nevertheless, the Belgian Minister of For-
eign Affairs made several attempts to revitalize
Belgo-Romanian relations only one year later. In

1984 Leo Tindemans travelled through Central
and Eastern Europe to meet several state socialist
leaders. After meeting Janos Kadar in Budapest,
talks with Ceausescu were set to take place from
30 July until 2 August, while meetings with Gustav
Husdk and Erich Honecker were planned for the
latter part of the year.2® These meetings framed in
Tindemans’ foreign policy in which he tried to
restore East-West dialogue against the backdrop
of deteriorating superpower relations. Ceausescu
valued the initiative, as he reasoned that the inter-
national situation had not produced so much
tension since the end of the Second World War.
Reports of these meetings reveal that Tindemans
and Ceausescu agreed that the present state of
conflict was the result of the aborted Intermedi-
ate-Range Nuclear Forces (INF) talks in 1983.
Nevertheless, both of them also agreed that their
respective countries and their bilateral coopera-
tion could play a major role in regaining momen-
tum for détente and instigate renewed INF talks.
They concluded that both countries would insist
on the restart of the INF talks and contribute to a
fruitful outcome at the Stockholm Conference on
Confidence and Security-Building Measures and
Disarmament in Europe, which was connected to
the CSCE.?’ In addition they proposed to explore
alternative forums for international East-West dia-
logue.?® A day later, Tindemans was invited by
the Romanian Minister of Foreign Affairs Stefan
Andrei, with whom he discussed the possibility
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of increased bilateral economic relations, which
had been in decline over the last two years, as
well as a wide range of international affairs. For
example, both ministers condemned the apartheid
regime in South Africa and shared similar stances
regarding Namibia’s independence.? A couple of
months later Mark Eyskens, Minister of Economy,
and Frank Swaelen, president of the Christelijke
Volkspartij (CVP) the Christian Democratic party
in Belgium, also visited Ceausescu.*

Indeed, Belgo-Romanian contacts and cooperation
in the multilateral sphere seem to have increased in
the mid-1980s. This evolution, that contrasts with
the so-called “Second Cold War”, was an integral
part of Tindemans’ strategy to play a significant role
in, what he called, the “post-deployment era”. This
referred to the NATO double track decision and the
consequent waning of East-West dialogue. Inspired
by his West German colleague Hans Dietrich Gen-
scher, Tindemans advocated the continuation and
intensification of dialogue with Warsaw Pact and
non-aligned countries against the backdrop of a
wide range of pan-European meetings, of which
CSCE was the most important.*’ On the multilat-
eral level Tindemans’ visits corresponded with
the so-called Tindemans Initiative, an appraisal of
East-West relations by NATO in 1984. The latter
eventually resulted in the Washington Statement
on East-West relations, affirming the continuity
of ‘a balanced approach to East-West dialogue’.*?
According to Tindemans, rapprochement was not
only a reaction to the Euromissile crisis but also a
continuation of typical Belgian foreign policy that
fell in line with the approaches of his predecessors,
among others Pierre Harmel.** Tindemans referred
to his own policy as the opposite of confrontation,

which produced opportunities for a small country
to make contributions in international relations
according to its size, and once in a while punch
above its weight** Having a parley with, among
others Ceausescu, corresponded with his attempts
to improve bilateral diplomatic and economic rela-
tions with Central and Eastern European countries.
In turn, the latter was part of Belgium’s strategy to
contribute to ameliorated East-West relations and
consequently configure a role for itself in the inter-
national and multilateral sphere. Clearly, the notion
of détente was perceived as an answer to East-West
tension. For some it was the sole right answer.

In his book about Belgium'’s relations with Central
and Eastern Europe, Tindemans highlights how the
ambiguous discourse of the Soviet Union’s new
leader, Mikhail Gorbachev, marked a pivotal
moment for Belgian foreign policy. In 1986 he
warned about the misleading character of glas-
nost and perestroika.>> Belgium’s foreign policy
diverted from bilateral exchanges with Central and
Eastern Europe, and re-instigated a focus on mul-
tilateral exchanges. It seemed like the country’s
bilateral contacts paid off and provided a basis
for multilateralism. During the period from 1986-
1989 Belgium’s efforts in East-West cooperation
predominantly took place at the multilateral level.
The country’s foreign policy and contribution to
East-West dialogue orbited around the third fol-
low-up meeting of the Helsinki final act, the CSCE
meeting in Vienna which took place from Novem-
ber 1986 until January 1989. Here, Belgium
encouraged conclusions that related to security,
economic relations, cultural relations and topical
issues such as human rights and humanitarian aid.
Considering the twentieth anniversary of the Har-
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mel Report, Tindemans reasoned that Belgium had
always played an important role in the develop-
ment of East-West dialogue and will continue to
do so in the future. *

The notion of a long détente provides a useful
framework to understand the positioning of Tinde-
mans and Belgium’s diplomatic corps during the
1980s. These accounts reveal how Belgium con-
tinued its détente-prone attitude well beyond the
traditional waypoint for Belgian détente of 1973,
when Renaat van Elslande replaced Pierre Har-
mel as Minister of Foreign Affairs. Moreover, the
bilateral and multilateral efforts during the 1980s
provide new insights in the phenomenon of a long
détente. Firstly, Tindemans and Ceausescu clearly
disconnected the 1980s from an earlier period of
détente. In 1984 the two politicians framed their
meeting in the restoration of East-West dialogue,
which had been disrupted following the reper-
cussions of the Euromissile crisis. Paradoxically,
bilateral and multilateral East-West dialogue were
considered a remedy for the aborted summits and
deteriorating superpower relations. This connects
with Gottfried Niedhart’s reading of détente as
non-linear.’” The continuation of détente policy
in the 1980s was an answer to the international
situation. The so-called crisis of détente actually
engendered a new wave of bilateral and multilat-
eral exchanges initiated by several Western Euro-
pean states. Détente-oriented strategy continued
to play a principal role in the foreign policies of
small and medium sized NATO allies, from the
1960s until the end of the East-West conflict. As
several scholars have argued, détente strategies
crafted a role for countries such as Belgium, Nor-
way or Denmark to position themselves on the
highest echelons of international politics.*® This
remained so until 1989. While the two superpow-

ers re-fortified the Iron Curtain, Belgium’s bilateral
efforts bridged the East-West divide. These kinds
of foreign policy strategies supplement the often
overly nation-centered Belgian diplomatic histo-
ries that still too often neglect international eco-
nomic and political structures.?

Nonetheless, a long détente approach inherently
turned a blind eye towards the practices of state
socialist regimes. Western European politicians
and diplomats only scarcely criticized their Cen-
tral and Eastern European colleagues, because
many of them prioritized bilateral and multi-
lateral rapprochement. For example, in March
1988 Ceausescu announced the next phase in
the project of systematization. This was a notori-
ous project of the Romanian state which entailed
the destruction of almost 6,000 villages as well
as enormous forests and green lands. Given its
ecological, cultural and humanitarian repercus-
sions, critics dubbed it the ‘ghettoization of the
Romanian countryside’ or ‘Ceaushima’.** Notably,
minority groups in the western part of the coun-
try would suffer the most under these measures.*
The matter raised eyebrows all across Western
Europe, and the Belgian government was keenly
aware of the project’s consequences. In a telegram
to the Belgian CSCE legation, the Ministry of For-
eign Affairs stated that the project of systematiza-
tion would have a major humanitarian backlash.
Nevertheless, the Ministry advised the Belgian
legation not to take any action, nor to make a
statement towards the Romanian CSCE delegates
at the conference in Vienna. A badly timed and
critical intervention, they reasoned, would create
a tool for the Romanian legation, who had been
known for their obstructive attitude, to hinder the
proceedings of the CSCE.* Therefore, no action
was to be taken until the CSCE conclusions had
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been adopted. This reveals how Belgium prior-
itized progress in CSCE meetings and détente-ori-
ented undertakings over criticism on Ceausescu’s
project of systematization. The East-West dialogue
that continued in the 1980s limited any form of
opposition to state socialism coming from the
government. The following sections will demon-
strate how the phenomenon of a long détente also
impacted those who envisaged to vociferously
challenge the Ceausescu regime.

During the last years of the Cold War, increasingly
alarming sounds emerged out of Romania. Dis-
sidents expressed their discontent on Radio Free
Europe and the claims of human rights observers
echoed all across the transatlantic world.* Nota-
bly the project of systematization was widely con-
demned.* Still, many Western European govern-
ments reasoned that the best way to challenge the
persistent authoritarian character of the Ceausescu
regime — which contrasted with the reformist aura
of the Soviet Union, Poland and Hungary during
these years — was through multilateral engagement
at the level of CSCE meetings. This was certainly
the case for the Belgian government, that advo-
cated precaution regarding the interstate condem-
nation of systematization.* Indeed, these long
détente attitudes contrasted with the increased
concerns of civil society actors. The story of Le
Désastre Rouge exemplified the growing tension
between vociferous challenges to the Ceausescu
regime and détente-oriented approaches. Notably
Belgian civil society became dissatisfied with the
limited efforts of Western European governments
and international institutions.*

In the summer of 1988 systematization in Roma-
nia was the subject of a conversation between Paul
Hermant, a Belgian cultural journalist, and Eric
Masquellier, a Belgian photographer. They were
aware of the situation in Romania and fantasized
about an intervention from Gorbacheyv, given the
direction he had taken with the Soviet Union.
Subsequently, they joked that neither of them had
Gorbachev’s phone number. Still, both of them
wanted to take action against Ceausescu’s plans.
After concluding that a centralized approach, in
which they applied for NGO and development
subsidies, would turn out in vain due to the cur-
rent state of Belgo-Romanian affairs, they came up
with a grassroots approach in which opposition
to the Ceausescu regime would be disseminated
across large strata of the Belgian population. The
concrete implementation of the opposition was
devised by twelve activists from varying disci-
plines on which the project of systematization
would have an impact, such architects, biologists,
engineers etc. Also the Romanian exile Mihnea
Berendei, who lived in Paris was included. What
these twelve ‘founders’ had in common were their
leftist, anti-totalitarian, anti-communist and even
anarchist inspirations.”” By 22 December 1988,
Opérations Villages Roumains (OVR) was founded
as a political activist organization that chal-
lenged the project of systematization in Romania.
The next few paragraphs will explain the organi-
zation’s methods and reveal the inherent tension
with government officials.

OVR’s opposition to Ceausescu’s plans aimed to
surpass the traditional and centralized approaches
to solidarity both in terms of objectives as well as
methods. This was important because they real-
ized the initiative contradicted with the state of
Belgo-Romanian relations. Hence, a centralized
approach installed with government support
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would be out of the question. OVR shifted polit-
ical opposition to the project of systematization
towards the level of communes and citizens.*
Inspired by Amnesty International’s methods of
adopting a prisoner, the twelve founders of the
organization set up a framework in which Belgian
villages or communes could adopt a Romanian
village, starting February 1989.% The adoption
was a commitment that had to be considered by
the municipal council. The adoption primarily
entailed the creation of a municipal committee
on behalf of the adopted Romanian village. The
committee included aldermen, representatives of
the local center for public welfare and engaged
citizens. Their main task was to raise awareness
concerning the project of systematization by
organizing events, exhibitions and fundraisers.
Although the adoption was a unilateral affair,
through cooperation with covert radio stations,
OVR attempted to inform Romanian citizens of
the activism taking place on their behalf.*® Subse-
quently a letter-campaign was initiated in which
the Belgian municipalities and citizens were
encouraged to send multiple letters of support
to their respective Romanian villages, but also to
challenge the Romanian authorities involved.’
Hermant recalled that many of these letters failed
to reach their destination because they were inter-
cepted by Securitate officers when they arrived
at the postal distribution center in Bucharest.
Nevertheless, he added that a large amount of let-
ters did block the Romanian postal service for sev-
eral days, triggering frustration among the Roma-
nian authorities.”> More importantly, these letter
campaigns gained traction among Romanian exile
communities all across Europe and brought the
atrocities related to the project of systematization

right under the noses of Western European citi-
zens whose governments had prioritized dialogue
rather than condemnation. This was the first part of
the political activism that OVR envisaged among
large groups of engaged and active citizens.*

The second part of the activism concealed in their
methods of opposition was what the founders
dubbed the aller-retour principle. The logo of OVR
contained two arrows. One arrow pointed to the
right and represented the mobilization of Western
European activists on behalf of Romania. The other
arrow pointed to the left and represented the recip-
rocal effect of the citizen’s activism. The founders
of the organization thus attached a boomerang
effect to the mobilization. In this regard, Paul
Hermant described a municipality’s commitment
for a Romanian village as a tool for local citizens
or opposition figures to contest domestic deforest-
ation projects, demolition of cultural heritage
or endangering of minority interests.** It was an
instrument designed for local citizens who could
argue that their local governments had advocated
against the wide range of repercussions of the pro-
ject of systematization in Romania, but neglected
the values within this mobilization in their actions
in Belgium. When a local government would chop
down a local forest, demolish local cultural herit-
age or endanger minority interests, citizens were
equipped with an instrument and rhetoric to chal-
lenge these matters.>> At the heart of this recip-
rocal dimension there was a notion of European
connectivity across the Iron Curtain. The founders
of OVR critically asked how Western Europe was
able to uphold its humanitarian engagement in the
so-called ‘Third World” when it could not guaran-
tee these supposedly global values in its own geo-
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graphical sphere. To them, a Europe, which unam-
biguously included Romania, should address its
humanitarian problems. These ideas collided
with the diplomatic strategies of several coun-
tries. Moreover, OVR’s methods were an attempt
to overcome the, what they called, the “immobile
equilibrium” of a Europe that was divided into
East and West, in other words the long détente.
In 1989 OVR'’s founders referred to this as peur
de la proximité. The latter underlined that West-
ern Europeans were eager to intervene on human
rights claims all over the globe but refrained from
doing so when humanitarian problems emerged
in their neighboring countries.>

The unique methods and objectives of the organ-
ization found traction among large groups in
Western Europe. When the project was launched
at a press conference in February 1989, five Bel-
gian mayors presented their commitment and
adoption of a Romanian village. Each of these
mayors represented one of the five political
parties in Wallonia, the initial nexus and home
of OVR, with the exception of the right wing
party Front National Belge (FN). For Hermant,
the organization’s external political pluralism,
non-confessionalization and independence were
deemed essential due to the agency attributed
to the municipalities and the politicization of
the citizen.”” The reaction that followed was tre-
mendous. In Wallonia 231 of the 281 communes
expressed intentions of adopting a Romanian vil-
lage by 1 April of the same year.’® Notably rural
communes felt discomforted by the destruction
and disruption of everyday life in Romania and
emphatically ‘adopted’ Romanian villages.*

Unsurprisingly, before the implosion of state
socialism in Central and Eastern Europe, West-
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ern European governments and politicians were
the most outspoken critics of OVR. Certainly in
countries that had been known for their détente-
prone attitudes, such as Belgium, OVR’s methods
and ambitions provoked confrontation with gov-
ernment officials. Tindemans’ cabinet demanded
the dissolution of OVR, arguing that they inter-
fered in international relations and obstructed
negotiations on the issue of Romanian orphans.
The Belgian government even made an attempt to
prohibit the organization, but backed down when
it became clear the initiative found ample trac-
tion among local governments. For Hermant this
proved that a centralized approach to Belgo-Ro-
manian solidarity would have been impossible.*
The belligerent attitude of the government did not
change after Tindemans was succeeded by Mark
Eyskens, also a Christian democrat, in the sum-
mer of 1989. In a conversation with the Romanian
ambassador to Belgium, who was interrogating
Eyskens about OVR, the new Minister of Foreign
Affairs reportedly stated that he “would arrest
these little bastards if | could. There are parents
waiting for a child to be adopted.”®" Additionally,
Cold War logic fueled suspicion and allegations
regarding a supposed hidden agenda. While right
wing parties related OVR with the KGB and a
‘light communism’, the Maoist-inspired Parti des
Travailleurs de Belgique (PTB) accused OVR of ties
with the CIA and underlined that systematization
was a lifeline for the rural exodus and agricultural
modernization in Romania.®

Despite OVR’s discussions with the Belgian gov-
ernment, the organization swiftly grew into the
largest and arguably most important opposition
against the practices of the Ceausescu regime. In
cooperation with the Fédération Internationale des
Droits Humains (FIDH) OVR was able to set up
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national coordination centers in France and Swit-
zerland in March 1989. Later that year national
centers emerged in the United Kingdom, the Neth-
erlands, Norway and a regional section in Flan-
ders. The only prerequisite for the establishment of
a national center was the integration of the local
FIDH branch. Support for these national coordi-
nation centers was widespread. Médecins Sans
Frontiéres was a strong advocate of the cause in
France, Swiss human rights organizations backed
their national center, and in London the founda-
tion of a coordination center was underpinned by
a broad range of social movements and stimulated
by an unprecedented speech from the Prince of
Wales, affirming the precarity of the situation in
Romania.® The early foundation of coordination
centers in France and Switzerland buttressed by
the Ligue pour la Défense des Droits de 'Homme
en Roumania (LDHR), which was the most impor-
tant organization for Romanian dissidents based
in Paris,** as well as the organization’s origins in
Wallonia, reinforced the Francophone backbone
of the organization. Additionally, many Romanian
dissidents spoke a degree of French, because it had
continued to be taught under communist rule.®
By May 1989, 95 French municipalities had made
a commitment towards a Romanian village. Five
years later this would amount to 1500 municipal-
ities.®® Another reason that has often been over-
looked for OVR's success in France was the favora-
ble political climate under Mitterrand’s second
term. In this regard, Prime Minister Michel Rocard
was one of the first and only high-ranking politi-
cians to publicly denounce Romanian systema-
tization.®” Furthermore, Mitterrand had a distinct
approach to détente. Notably in the latter years of

the 1980s, notions of a European community and
re-Europeanization shaped the country’s diplo-
matic relations with Central and Eastern Europe.®®
Mitterrand’s so-called subversive visits to the East
embodied this unique interpretation of détente.*

These political conditions emphasized the unique
enthusiasm for the movement’s French chapter,
which contrasted with the restrictions placed upon
OVR in other countries. In Denmark, Luxembourg
and West Germany (FRG), three countries that
had been key players in East-West dialogue,”
OVR was prohibited, despite initial enthusiasm in
those countries. The Danish government argued
that citizens and communes should not intervene
in international relations. Hermant also recalled
that FRG ambassadors questioned the intentions
of OVR and ultimately decided not to allow the
organization, because it could potentially hinder
the West German agreement with the Romanian
government concerning the migration of Transyl-
vanian Saxons.”!

In retrospect, the period from February until
November/December 1989 has been dubbed the
adoption phase by OVR members. This period has
often been overlooked in histories of the organiza-
tion because after the implosion of the Ceausescu
regime, the networks of OVR produced a tremen-
dous wave of solidarity. According to Hermant,
the French municipalities connected to OVR fun-
neled ten times more the amount of humanitar-
ian funds and goods than the French state did.”
Nevertheless, the so-called humanitarian phase
thatemerged during the latter months of 1989 con-
trasted with the objectives of the twelve founders.
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The adoption phase encapsulated an idiosyncratic
approach to political activism challenging a state
socialist regime. The first months after OVR’s foun-
dation revealed how Belgian civil society actors
were able to surpass the centralized framework of
détente-oriented relations with Romania, but in
doing so collided with the diplomatic strategies
of Western European governments. The organi-
zation challenged the prioritization of East-West
dialogue by enabling a grassroots approach that
mobilized almost 2,000 municipalities all over
Western Europe. It is important to keep in mind
that this was occurring even before state socialist
regimes had started to collapse.” When the whirl-
wind of changes eventually swept across Central
and Eastern Europe OVR’s networks facilitated
the large wave of humanitarian aid — as Romania
was one of the sole countries where bloodshed
accompanied the 1989-transitions, while the Bel-
gium government found itself between a rock and
a hard place.

On New Year’s Eve 1989, the Belgian Radio and
Television Corporation (BRT) broadcasted a show
with the title ‘Three Hours for Romania’. The coun-
try that had recently overthrown the Ceausescu
regime received ample attention in Belgium for
several reasons: OVR had fostered bilateral rela-
tions at the level of the municipalities; the Belgian
journalist Danny Huwé had been killed by a Secu-
ritate sniper on Christmas Eve, garnering a wave
of public sympathy and outrage; and the media-
tization of bloodshed in Bucharest and Timisoara
had struck a nerve throughout Western Europe.”
The fundraiser showed a plethora of initiatives
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staged by a variety of organizations in Belgium
on behalf of Romania. Supported by celebrities
and political figures, organizations such as Artsen
Zonder Grenzen/Médecins Sans Frontiéres (AZG/
MSF), Oxfam, Caritas Catholica and the Red Cross
were given a platform to promote their initiatives.
Unsurprisingly the founders of OVR were not
invited due to their strained relation with the gov-
ernment. The Flemish OVR section, Adoptie Dor-
pen Roemenié (ADR), was able to elaborate on its
cause very briefly. This meant that the largest and
most important organization mobilizing on behalf
of Romania in the world was omitted from a major
national fundraiser in their country of origin.”

Standing in front of a Romanian flag with a hole
cut out in the middle, Prime Minister Wilfried
Martens donated a cheque of 25 million Belgian
Francs, more than half a million Euro, and elabo-
rated on the efforts of the Belgian government.”®
Later in the show, Minister of Foreign Affairs Mark
Eyskens was interviewed. The journalist stated that
the ‘West’ had been too soft on the Ceausescu
regime and asked Eyskens why Belgium had never
really criticized the Romanian regime. Eyskens
replied by underlining the efforts made on behalf
of Romanian orphans, the attempts that were
made to meet with Doina Cornea in May 1989,
and described the amplitude of economic and
diplomatic relations with Romania as the mini-
mum minimorum.”’” Indeed, it must be said that
the international critique of the Ceausescu regime
dealt a blow to Belgo-Romanian relations during
the very final months of the East-West conflict.”
Still, large sections of the Belgian public opin-
ion perceived the government’s efforts against
the Ceausescu regime as the bare minimum. For
example, in March 1989, five Belgian parlia-
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mentary representatives proposed a resolution in
which they argued Belgium should reconsider its
relations with Romania, given the humanitarian
repercussions of the project of systematization.
The proposal was rejected by the government,
which caused discontent among large groups
of the Belgian population.” Eyskens was being
pushed into a corner during the interview, and in
response he frustratedly clarified that if Belgium
only wanted to have diplomatic and economic
ties with countries that had a similar political sys-
tem, it could only foster relations with ten coun-
tries all over the globe.®

Belgium’s diplomatic relations with Romania
during the 1980s brought the government in an
awkward position during the first half of 1990.
By visibly taking part in the fundraiser, Martens
and Eyskens had tried to improve the cumber-
some perception of the country’s foreign affairs.
However, their donation of 25 million Belgian
Francs raised controversy in the following months.
In May 1990 the Belgian media had pinpointed
that the money promised by Martens and Eyskens
had yet to arrive at its destination. In Parliament,
the opposition framed the donation as showman-
ship in the media. Besides commenting on the
hollow discourse of urgency propagated by Mar-
tens and Eyskens in December, the opposition had
several questions concerning the allocation of the
money.?' From the 25 million that was promised,
only one million went to OVR and another million
to ADR. A representative of the Parti Social-Chre-
tien (PSC) argued that these two organizations had
played a key role in Belgo-Romanian solidarity
and demanded an explanation. The Prime Minis-
ter replied that they intended the money for organ-

izations that worked directly with Romania.?? Sub-
sequently OVR and ADR joined forces and set up
a campaign titled “od est notre argent ?” (where is
our money?) Eventually, AZG/MSF ended up
donating a share of their four million to OVR and
ADR.® The interaction and discussion between
state-representatives and civil society clearly intri-
cated Belgo-Romanian solidarity.

Conversely to AZG/MSF, the lion’s share of social
and developmental movements in Belgium, care-
fully observed the sudden attention for Romania.
Pierre Galand, the secretary general of Oxfam
Belgium at the time, was very cautious in voicing
public support for OVR. Although he intrinsically
supported the initiative, the East-West approach
of OVR collided with the interests and priorities
of Oxfam Belgium, which were directed towards
the Global South.** The Nationaal Centrum voor
Ontwikkelings-Samenwerking (NCOS), the Flem-
ish umbrella organization for development coop-
eration, rejected the characterization of Romania
as a ‘Third World" country.> Which would be
important for the allocation of funds. Moreover,
the NCOS dismissed responsibility towards the
East, recognizing the importance of the democratic
evolutions in Central and Eastern Europe, but
emphasizing that the most vulnerable countries
were located in the South.®® However, the NCOS
did arrange a few offices for OVR.?” The strenuous
nature of Belgo-Romanian solidarity even after
the implosion of state socialism underlines how
East-West solidarity challenged the status quo of
solidarity organization in Belgium.

During the latter months of 1990 public concern
shifted away from Romania and fears about a
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self-absorbed Europe decreased. Nevertheless,
OVR had constructed a sustainable framework for
solidarity and continued its endeavor, albeit with
the adoption of new tactics. The implosion of the
Ceausescu regime, and the consequent shut down
of systematization, indeed signaled the start of a
new phase in OVR’s mobilization.®® Among West-
ern European communes there existed a strong
sense of attachment towards their adopted Roma-
nian communes. The bloodshed that had accom-
panied the revolution, together with the continu-
ing poor living standards, fueled the urgency for
humanitarian aid during the first months of 1990.
Although Paul Hermant was initially against a
humanitarian transformation of OVR because of
its potentially ephemeral character,® the trans-
national municipality-networks of the organiza-
tion produced a tremendous wave of solidarity.
Already in December 1989, Belgian municipali-
ties organized humanitarian convoys. According
to OVR, by February 1990 the humanitarian goods
that had been transported to Romania amounted
to 5,000 tons.” Furthermore, OVR received sup-
port from a wide range of private organizations.
The Belgian oil company Petrofina (now operat-
ing under the name Fina), donated 45,000 liters of
oil for the transport. Road assistance was supplied
by the Belgian Touring assistance and the super-
market franchise GB offered logistic managers for
the distribution of the humanitarian goods once
they had arrived in Romania.”" More importantly,
during the so-called humanitarian phase, there
emerged a unique partnership between OVR and
the European Communities (EC). Primarily, any
municipality that experienced lacked funds for
a humanitarian convoy could count on financial
support from the European Economic Community
(EEC). Additionally, municipalities were encour-
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aged to equip their convoys with European flags.
These flags served as passports in a pre-Schen-
gen Europe and aimed to guarantee safe travels
in Romania.” On official OVR documents the
support from the EC was proudly presented.”
The eFlemish ADR even went so far to incorpo-
rate the European stars in its logo. Partnering up
with OVR made sense for the EC, because the
transnational municipality-networks neatly fitted
in the EC’s program of European integration in a
post-Cold War world. Parallel to this, the organ-
ization’s international coordinator revealed that
OVR’s ideals of European connectivity with a bot-
tom-up approach corresponded with the objec-
tives of the Jacques Delors commission.? Accord-
ing to OVR founding committee, “something was
moving in Europe, it was moving quickly and we
want to move with it.”*

For OVR, cooperation with the EC during the
humanitarian phase paved the way for new
objectives. While many municipalities contin-
ued to provide the adopted villages with human-
itarian goods, OVR aimed to contribute to the
establishment of democratic institutions and the
organization of civil society. During the so-called
development phase, relations with the Belgian
government ameliorated due to the cooperation
with the European communities and the post-Cold
War reality, as European integration, democracy,
and civil society were the buzzwords that shaped
East-West relations in the first half of the 1990s.
When bloodshed casted over Yugoslavia, many of
OVR’s resources were directed towards the Bal-
kans, although many Western European munic-
ipalities remained emotionally connected to the
adopted Romanian villages and continued the
flow of humanitarian goods.*
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By analyzing the diplomatic efforts of the Bel-
gium government as well as civil society initiatives
across the East-West divide this article has revealed
the limits and tension inherent to a long détente.
While scholars have predominantly focused on the
encounters of Western European state representa-
tives in configuring the historiographic concept of
a ‘long détente’, this study focused on the entan-
glement between diplomatic relations and civil
society initiatives in Belgium. The case of Belgo-
Romanian relations uncovered the ways in which
Belgium’s Ministry of Foreign Affairs developed a
détente-centered policy, which was firmly chal-
lenged by the country’s civil society. OVR'’s conten-
tion with several Western European governments
displays how different conceptions of ‘Europe’ and
approaches to East-West relations collided within
one country, and decisively shaped the activism
against a state-socialist regime.

The long détente produced a set of boundaries
that limited the operations of civil society actors.
The accounts of OVR, an organization that sought
to overcome these boundaries, have underlined

that the long détente is crucial for understand-
ing the methods and success of their activism.
The organization’s philosophy was inherently tied
to the state of diplomatic Belgo-Romanian rela-
tions in the late 1980s. OVR'’s founders designed
the organization in such a way that it bypassed
centralized control on international relations,
surpassed the long détente character of East-West
relations and produced a bottom-up approach to
East-West interaction.

Finally, the post-Cold War plight of Belgo-Roma-
nian relations highlighted that the long détente
firmly complicated the development of humani-
tarian aid initiatives in 1990. It brought the Bel-
gian government into an awkward position. Thus,
the long détente also engendered difficulties
during the ‘endgame’ of the East-West conflict.
The article suggests that in order to improve aca-
demic understanding of the long détente as well
as its relation to the end of the Cold War, studies
on the phenomenon should go beyond the world
of diplomatic détente and explore how non-state
representatives and civil society organizations
were confined by, collided with, and burst out of
the boundaries imposed by the long détente.
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