What was the impact of the Yalta and Potsdam conferences on the balance of power in Europe?

[bookmark: _Int_fE7eQwYx]The aim of this essay is to dissect both the Yalta and Potsdam conferences of 1945, to further understand the significance of any impact that the conferences had on the balance of power in Europe. To discover this, this essay will discuss the aims and objectives of the Yalta and Potsdam conferences, give insight to the global relationships prior to the conferences and understand exactly what changed within the structure of Europe and the power that these three political leaders and their decisions had within the power across Europe. The Yalta and Potsdam conferences are the result of the end of World War II in 1945, and for the purpose of this essay, the events and the leading up to World War II will not be covered in great detail but this does not by any means imply the unimportance of it. It is imperative to understand the agenda behind the Yalta and Potsdam conferences, and the relationship each ally has with Europe. Does the objectives that are proposed by the allies suggest global peace and mutual alliance or is it all self-serving with self-interest at the front of the ‘allies’ proposals. 

[bookmark: _Int_pdiQie3X]The alliance of the United States of America (hereinafter USA), Britain and The Union of Soviet Socialist Republics (hereinafter USSR) can be credited to the events of World War II.  It all began in 1939, when Germany invaded Poland, France and Britain ordered Germany to evacuate Poland otherwise war would be declared. Germany ignores this ultimatum resulting in Britain and France declaring war (Johnson, n.d.). Although the USA did not enter World War II until December 8th 1941, during March of that same year USA, brought out the Lend-Lease Act (National Archives, 2021). In short, the Lend-Lease Act enabled USA to create agreements and alliances prior to their declaration of war against Japan. Whilst the Act was partly an economic decision benefiting the USA with the multiple billion-dollar loans, this was suggested prior by the former prime minister of Britain, Winston Churchill (Britannica Encyclopaedia, n.d.). At this time Britain had been at the brink of running dry with regards to its military equipment and was in dire need of a helping hand, their resources were running low and were at great risk of losing the war, which is just what the introduction of the Lend-Lease Act provided. During the 1930s in America, Congress ensured and took action enforcing a state of neutrality. Thus, meaning prohibitions were made against loans or credits towards aggressors, embargoes were placed on shipments of arms without separating the aggressors and victim nations (Palmowski and Riches, 2019). The Neutrality acts were placed as a result of isolationism which was extremely influential in the decision making with the USA and foreign affairs (Palmowski and Riches, 2019). The USA had kept its Neutrality Acts in place up until the 1940s, with great influence from Churchill, President Roosevelt introduced the Lend-Lease Acts of 1941 which had removed the Neutrality Acts and altered the USA’s position and participation with world Affairs. It could be argued that the Lend-Lease Act was another strengthener for the USA and its allies in preparation for what was about to unfold.
  During the second World War on December 7th, 1941, Japan unleashed a surprise attack bombing the undefended US Naval Base at Pearl Harbor which was situated in the state of Hawaii (History.com Editors, 2009). The killing of over 2,000 people of this attack ultimately led to US Congress and the President at the time, Franklin D. Roosevelt uniting with their decision to go to war against Japan on December 8th. Shortly after, Japan’s allies, Germany and Italy, had declared war against USA (History.com Editors, 2009). The unfortunate events of World War II came to an end a long 6 years after Germany’s invasion of Poland, leaving Germany at the hands of three Power houses of the World and an unlikely and controversial alliance. 
A few months before the endgame of Nazi Germany and the surrendering of Germany in the Second World War, the three powerhouses, Prime minister for Britain Winston Churchill, President of the USA Frankin D. Roosevelt and Premier Joseph Stalin of the Soviet Union formally met at Yalta in Crimea (National Archives, 1945). The French were not invited to this conference which held a lasting resentment (Fenby, 2013). According to William D. Leahy’s Notes on the Yalta Conference, who was the Fleet Admiral in the U.S Navy, it was already an agreement within the three leaders that the war would come to an end that same year which would begin the declaration of a liberated Europe (Leahy, 1954). Although there was this common agreement, the answer was not as simple it seemed. There was a Russian Army directing towards Vienna, an American army was a dominant figure in France, the British were confining a large 26 division of German Army in Northern Italy and in Poland, a great Soviet army was prepared to attack Berlin (Leahy, 1954). Whilst these allies all had similar attitudes towards Nazi Germany and Japan, it would be difficult to navigate the demise of them without firstly meeting to discuss occupying Germany. Isolationism still at the heart of American politics, Roosevelt’s main objective for the Yalta Conference was to complete allied plans for the defeat and surrender of Nazi Germany, followed by the security of British and Soviet cooperation with a United Nations establishment ensuring a permanent international peace (Leahy, 1954). 
In the discussions surrounding the countries with a foreign army settlement, both Roosevelt and Churchill compromised with Stalin that Poland could be taken by the Soviet Union with the exception that a free election would be held. Stalin Agreed to this although under the communist rule within the Soviet Union General elections and opposing governments were not allowed (Center for European Studies, 2018). With Poland now a communist governing body, they were faced with the task of dividing Germany and Berlin into four occupied zones alongside any reparations they felt were necessary. It was decided that forced labour would become a part of Germany’s reparations alongside the agreement that France, Soviet Union, USA and Britain would take resources from the state, this included but was not limited to hard materials, high quality scientists that would lead the way to grasping Atomic Bombs (Leahy, 1954) The USA in particular would have been very interested in this reparation as World War II ending did not signal the same ending with Japan after the killings of Pearl Harbour 1941. One, which is arguably, of the most important aims of the conference was met when Stalin agreed to his participation in the United Nations after the League of Nations crumbled, whilst having a position of a permanent member of the Security Council and having the powers of a Veto for any decision made (National Archives, 1945). 
Just a few months prior to the Yalta Conference, the ‘big three’ would meet again in Soviet-occupied Germany in Potsdam on July the 17th (Feis, 1983). Although the ‘big three’ still refers to USA, Britain and the Soviet Union, there were many political changes made that had made the Potsdam conference very different than the Yalta conference.  Firstly, Britain held a general election which resulted in the Labour party and Clement Attlee winning by a landslide (BBC, 1997). Another major difference was within the USA, President Roosevelt had passed away introducing Harry S. Truman, former Vice President as the new President. Truman was heavily morally influenced by his upbringing and religion. This would undoubtedly cause great issue due to Truman’s very present dislike towards communism and communists such as the Soviet Union (Hamby, 2019), with whom they needed to comply in order to put action into the Yalta agreement on post-war settlement. As already mentioned, both Churchill and Roosevelt predicted the downfall of Germany within the same year in the Yalta conference and a few months later, this prediction became a reality. Hitler’s suicide and the surrender of Germany was met with great celebration across the allied communities (Feis, 1983). 
The meeting at Potsdam was not met with the same friendliness as Yalta, new agendas were met with many disagreements. At the Yalta conference, as previously mentioned, it was decided (or compromised) that Stalin would have quite a big amount of influence across the east of Europe with the conditions that any country that was denazified, Russian occupation would promise free elections allowing countries a democratic system. By the time the Potsdam conference was in place, with plenty of time beforehand to allow a free election, there was no sign of Stalin holding up his end of the deal with allowing the free elections to be run and a communist party had been set up in Poland (Feis, 1983). Arguably this would have been a huge factor in the deterioration in the USA and Soviet Union relationship, with Truman’s anti-communist values, and a possible threat to the peace that came with Germany’s downfall. This was not the only cause for disagreement, the Manhattan Project which was the USA top secret nuclear weapons project introducing the atomic bomb to U.S (Hamby, 2019), was mentioned in the Potsdam conference. This was not received by the Soviet Union with much ease, the very paranoid Stalin had already been aware of this project through his spies in the US, which ultimately led him to the opinion and announce the mistreatment and secrets between the two supposed allies (Sullivan, 2016). There was a lot more to the matter that created tension between the allies, the USA had abruptly ended the Lend-Lease Act 1941 (Feis, 1983), this was due to the increasing worry after the Yalta conference from US officials regarding the creeping increase of the Soviet Union communist influence.  Lastly, there were disagreements over the amount that the USSR should be allowed to take in reparations. Whilst it was already agreed prior that any Soviet controlled zone was free reign for their taking and on top a 10 per cent from any western occupied zones, many of the west were worried about history repeating itself regarding the Treaty of Versailles after WWI (Sullivan, 2016). 
Tensions were high but not all was lost, at the Potsdam conference the ‘big three’ had come to an agreement regarding precisely what regions of Germany were occupied by which allies. This negotiation meant that under no circumstance was there to be any military units under German control. Occupation did not stop there for Germany, the capital of Germany, Berlin, was also sliced and divided, this was due to the difference that was communism and capitalism. It is said that many of the Germans living at the heart of Germany declined the living conditions of a communist state, resulting in western Berlin’s revival of a capitalist democracy (Feis, 1983). This would allow the Germans who were living in one of the most populated cities in Europe, a certain amount, albeit small of autonomy and choice- which was arguably an incredibly important notion for Truman and his anti-communist ideology regarding his allies and Europe. As a result of Germany losing territory in the east, around 15 million ethnic Germans were displaced and suffered extremely harsh living conditions with many starving and/or freezing to death, with others living in forced labour camps which were run by the Polish and Czechoslovakian governments (Centre for European Studies, n.d.). in the year 1949, the east and west officiated their separation with the establishment of their official governments, the Federal Republic of Germany being the West and the German Democratic Republic being the east, one a capitalist society and another a communist (Centre for European Studies, n.d.). in the year 1938, Austria was recognised as part of Nazi Germany however just three years later, the ‘Big Three’ had decided in Moscow that Austria would be recognized as a victim of Nazi aggression (Zilian, 2010). This did not mean Austria would be able to recover post WWII without being held accountable for their part in any war crimes made by any Austrian officials, thus meaning Austria would still meet its fate and would fall hopeless to the Soviet Union occupation. 

To conclude, it is clear that Nazi Germany was not the only problem for the allies that were the USA and Britain. Whilst the Yalta and Potsdam conferences were there to plan a liberated Europe, it is arguably a means of damage control for what the USSR could potentially create to the balance of Europe. Each ally evidently had their own agenda regardless of WWII, this can be shown in the tension that was found in the Potsdam conference, this points to the argument whether these conferences were formed for the benefit of Europe or each individual ally. The findings of this essay concludes that the Yalta and Potsdam conferences equally impact the balance of Europe and its ally the USA, simply by keeping a small amount of control and influence over the Soviet Union's occupation. For the USA in particular, these conferences would arguably be extremely important peacekeeping. Although there is a clear shift in relationship with USA and USSR, after President Roosevelt passed away and Truman’s hatred towards communist regime was apparent, it is arguably even more important for the USA to keep the USSR’s occupation to a minimum. It would be difficult to conclude otherwise, it is easily questionable whether Stalin and the USSR would have allowed for the occupation of Germany to be split allowing for less reparations and control for themselves with USSR’s eagerness for a communist rule. 
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