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The GATT-EEC Collision: The Challenge of Regional Trade Blocs to
the General Agreement on Tariffs and Trade, 1950-67

Francine McKenze*

Introduction

Eric Wyndham White, the first Executive Secretary of the General Agreement on
Tariffs and Trade (GATT) (1948-68), once likened his organization to Cinderella.'
Although he did not draw out all the parallels, the comparison was apt. Like
Cinderella, the GATT was engaged in backbreaking, unglamorous work: principally
tarifl negotiations. It was dressed in rags; it had a small staff, temporary oflices
until 1968, and an inadequate budget. It was overshadowed by stepsisters: the
International Monetary Fund and the International Bank for Reconstruction and
Development. And it arrived late at the ball of post-war reconstruction. The GATT
came into effect on 1 January 1948 as an interim measure and was supposed to be
superseded by the International Trade Organization (ITO). For complicated
reasons, the ITO never came into being, leaving the GATT to promote and manage
global trade for the next fifty years.® Finally, like Cinderella, the GATT was
transformed: it rose above its initial disadvantages to become a full-fledged member
of the international community.”

The comparison with Cinderella is particularly apposite because of the many
challenges that the GATT confronted. One of the earliest was the creation of a
regional trade bloc, the European Economic Community (EEC). The General
Agreement permitted the establishment of regional customs unions under Artick
XXIV. However, the terms of the Treaty of Rome (1957) amongst the six founding
members of the EEC (France, West Germany, Italy, Belgium, the Netherlands, and
Luxembourg, usually referred to as the Six) fell short of those requirements. Indeed,
several features of the Treaty of Rome contravened GATT norms and rules,
including non-discrimination and the lowering of barriers to trade. Because the six
EEC states were also members of the GATT (called contracting parties), the GATT
had to respond. According to Wyndham White, a response was not only necessary
but urgent because the EEC threatened the GATT's very survival.* In an effort that
lasted almost twenty years, the GATT Secretariat, bolstered by many of its
contracting parties, tried to hold the Six to GATT practices and obligations. But to
the members of the EEC, GATT attempts to modify and control the form of
integration threatened to sabotage their regional objectives. As Wyndham White
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