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PREFACE 

 
 
Among the great European rivers, the Danube encompasses – perhaps 

to the highest degree – the characteristics of an international matter. The 
question did not concern only the navigation regime for the stream 
crossing Central Europe to the Black Sea. At the heart of the issue were 
always presumed strategic implications of at least a European scope. The 
navigation regulations adopted by the Congress of Vienna in 1815 for 
international rivers did not apply to the whole Danube at the time. For 
Austria, Bavaria, Württemberg and Baden, Upper and Middle Danube 
navigation was provided under the aegis of the German Confederation. 
Concerning the Lower Danube from the Iron Gates to the river’s dis-
charge into the Black Sea, treaties between Russia and the Ottoman 
Empire prevailed before 1854, with some Austrian navigation interfer-
ence and chiefly British commercial interests, adapted to the autonomy of 
the Principalities of Moldavia and Wallachia.  

The formal internationalisation of the Danube became possible due 
to the European conflict of 1853-1856, also known as the Crimean War. 
The pretext of the conflict was Russia’s ambition to control the Holy 
Places and protect the Orthodox Christian subjects of the Sultan. Russia’s 
occupation of the Romanian Principalities, in reaction to Sultan’s refusal 
to accept the Tsar’s claims to Christian protectorate, was considered a 
casus belli by France and Britain in particular. The two Western powers 
went to war with Turkey against Russia. Austria and Prussia declared 
their neutrality, which, in the case of the Habsburg Court, also involved 
the role of benevolent mediator. The Austro-Prussian Convention of 
20 April 1854 enshrined the German Confederation’s vital interest in the 
Danube and caused the primary theatre of military confrontation to shift 
to Crimea. A convention between Austria and Turkey in June 1854 stipu-
lated the military occupation by the Austrians of the Principalities of 
Moldavia and Wallachia, previously evacuated by Russian troops. With 
increased strategic strong points, Austria stepped up its role as a mediating 
power, chairing the ambassadorial conference in Vienna and formulating, 
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as a credo of European diplomacy, the four grounds for negotiating peace: 
the end to Russia’s protectorate over Moldavia and Wallachia, and placing 
the Romanian Principalities and Serbia under the collective guarantee of 
the European powers, which also secured the Ottoman Empire; navi-
gation freedom of the Danube as an international river; the neutralisation 
of the Black Sea; Sultan’s firman on the religious liberties of Christians 
in the Ottoman Empire. The four bases of peace were strategically inter-
twined. Russia accepted preliminary negotiations at the Vienna Conference. 
After the fall of Sevastopol, formal peace negotiations were held at the 
Paris Congress. The clauses of the Treaty of 30 March 1856 included 
those concerning the Danube. Navigation freedom on the entire river was 
admitted. Southern Bessarabia, bordering the Chilia branch, was returned 
to Moldavia. Russia ceased to be a Danube riparian. A European Com-
mission, based in Galați, was appointed to ensure the navigation of the 
Danube Mouths. The riparian states of Austria, Bavaria, Württemberg, 
Baden and Turkey, and the Danube principalities of Moldavia, Wallachia 
and Serbia, were to agree on river navigation in Vienna.  

From the outset, the negotiations between the riparian states hit a 
severe impasse. On the contrary, the European Commission in Galați was 
given more and more extensions. In 1866, the Paris Conference extended 
that period for five years. Then, in 1871, the London Conference ex-
tended it for twelve years. In the meantime, in 1878, under the Treaty of 
Berlin, Romania became an independent state, and Bulgaria became an 
autonomous principality under the suzerainty of the Porte. As a state 
bordering the Danube and with territorial authority over the Danube Delta, 
islands and mouths, Romania also became a member of the European 
Commission in Galați. The same capacity was granted to Serbia as a state 
bordering a short river sector. At the same time, Bulgaria was only allowed 
to attend the deliberations of the European Commission, provided it had 
the consent of the Ottoman Porte. Russia became a riparian state of the 
Chilia branch and a member of the European Commission. The European 
Commission resumed, in its new format, its deliberations on the Navi-
gation Act, with its accompanying Navigation, River Police and Tariff 
Regulation, for the stream from the Iron Gates to the Black Sea. Austria-
Hungary, which technically ensured navigation at the Iron Gates, insisted 
that the River Commission be reinstated. An agreement to the liking of 
Austria-Hungary and agreed by Germany for the Riparian Commission 
chaired by the Dual Monarchy was not accepted by the plenum of the 
European Commission. A compromise initiated by the representative of 
France, Camille Barrère, that the presidency of the River Commission 
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should be assigned, in alphabetical order of the French language, to each 
state with rights over the Danube regime was a principle and basis for 
negotiations at the London Conference in 1883. 

At the Conference proceedings in the United Kingdom’s capital, 
Romania and Serbia, although sovereign states bordering the Danube, 
were not accepted as deliberating parties; they had a mere consultative 
capacity of protocolary assistance. With special Danube rights and interests, 
Romania contested such unfairness and refused to accept the London 
Treaty of 10 March 1883. Per the treaty, the jurisdiction of the European 
Commission was extended from Galați to Brăila. The term of the European 
Commission was extended for a further 21 years. Such clauses were at 
least tacitly accepted in Bucharest. However, the form of the Riparian 
Commission was not acceptable, and Romania vehemently contested 
the emphasis on Austro-Hungarian technical powers at the Iron Gates. 
The Riparian Commission was in a severe institutional impasse until the 
impact of the First World War radically reshaped the Danube question. 
Therefore, we considered the historiographical need to clarify the data 
of the question for the years 1856-1883, when the prerogatives of the 
European Commission were crucial in ensuring the free navigation of 
the Danube. During this period, strategic reasons – at least on a European 
scale – prevailed over those relating solely to the free navigation of the 
Danube. The undertaking of a study such as the present one relied on 
documents attesting not so much to the regime of the Danube as to the 
broader international implications of a given issue. 
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