
Note from the United States to the Soviet Union on the building of the Berlin Wall (17

August 1961)

 

Caption: On 17 August 1961, the US Ambassador to West Germany expresses his indignation at the closure, by the East

German authorities, of the borders between East and West Berlin during the night of 12 to 13 August 1961.

Source: United States-Department of State. Documents on Germany 1944-1985. Washington: Department of State,

[s.d.]. 1421 p. (Department of State Publication 9446). p. 777-778.

Copyright: United States of America Department of State

URL:

http://www.cvce.eu/obj/note_from_the_united_states_to_the_soviet_union_on_the_building_of_the_berlin_wall_17_au

gust_1961-en-54e33282-a361-4b3c-bb2f-fe1578f776ec.html

Last updated: 02/07/2015

1 / 2 02/07/2015

http://www.cvce.eu/obj/note_from_the_united_states_to_the_soviet_union_on_the_building_of_the_berlin_wall_17_august_1961-en-54e33282-a361-4b3c-bb2f-fe1578f776ec.html
http://www.cvce.eu/obj/note_from_the_united_states_to_the_soviet_union_on_the_building_of_the_berlin_wall_17_august_1961-en-54e33282-a361-4b3c-bb2f-fe1578f776ec.html


Note from the United States to the Soviet Union on the building of the Berlin Wall (17 
August 1961)

The Embassy of the United States presents its compliments to the Minister of Foreign Affairs and upon 
instructions of its Government has the honor to direct the most serious attention of the Government of the 
U.S.S.R. to the following.

On August 13, East German authorities put into effect several measures regulating movement and the 
boundary of the western sectors and the Soviet sector of the city of Berlin. These measures have the effect of 
limiting, to a degree approaching complete prohibition, passage from the Soviet sector to the western sector 
of the city. These measures were accompanied by the closing of the sector boundary by a sizable 
deployment of police forces and by military detachments brought into Berlin for this purpose.

All this is a flagrant, and particularly serious, violation of the quadripartite status of Berlin. Freedom of 
movement with respect to Berlin was reaffirmed by the quadripartite agreement of New York of May 4, 
1949, and by the decision taken at Paris on June 20, 1949, by the Council of the Ministers of Foreign Affairs 
of the Four Powers. The United States Government has never accepted that limitations can be imposed on 
freedom of movement within Berlin. The boundary between the Soviet sector and the western sectors of 
Berlin is not a state frontier. The United States Government considers that the measures which the East 
German authorities have taken are illegal. It reiterates that it does not accept the pretension that the Soviet 
sector of Berlin forms a part of the so-called “German Democratic Republic” and that Berlin is situated on 
its territory. Such a pretension is in itself a violation of the solemnly pledged world of the U.S.S.R. in the 
Agreement on the Zones of Occupation in Germany and the administration of Greater Berlin. Moreover, the 
United States Government cannot admit the right of the East German authorities to authorize their armed 
forces to enter the Soviet sector of Berlin.

By the very admission of the East German authorities, the measures which have just been taken are 
motivated by the fact that an ever increasing number of inhabitants of East Germany wish to leave this 
territory. The reasons for this exodus are known. They are simply the internal difficulties in East Germany.

To judge by the terms of a declaration of the Warsaw Pact powers published on August 13, the measures in 
question are supposed to have been recommended to the East German authorities by those powers. The 
United States Government notes that the powers which associated themselves with the U.S.S.R. by signing 
the Warsaw Pact are thus intervening in a domain in which they have no competence.

It is to be noted that this declaration states that the measures taken by the East German authorities are “in the 
interests of the German peoples themselves”. It is difficult to see any basis for this statement, or to 
understand why it should be for the members of the Warsaw Pact to decide what are the interests of the 
German people. It is evident that no Germans, particularly those whose freedom of movement is being 
forcibly restrained, think this is so. This would become abundantly clear if all Germans were allowed a free 
choice, and the principle of self-determination were also applied in the Soviet sector of Berlin and East 
Germany.

The United States Government solemnly protests against the measures referred to above, for which it holds 
the Soviet Government responsible. The United States Government expects the Soviet Government to put an 
end to these illegal measures. This unilateral infringement of the quadripartite status of Berlin can only 
increase existing tension and dangers.
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