The Treaty of Rome at 50

By Quentin Peel

When the founding fathers of today’s European Union gathered to sign the Treaty of Rome on March 25, 1957, they knew perfectly well that they were not simply setting up a customs union. That was only the first step in a far greater ambition.

In the preamble to the treaty, they declared that the six founder members were “determined to lay the foundations of an ever closer union among the peoples of Europe.” It was a phrase that was both vague and visionary.

To be fair, those original signatories – men such as Konrad Adenauer of Germany, and Paul-Henri Spaak of Belgium – would be astonished at what has become of their idea, conceived amid the trauma and ruins of the Second World War. Even they could not imagine a community of 27 member states stretching from the Black Sea to the Atlantic, and from the lakes of Lappland to the Straits of Gibraltar. Surprise, delight and (occasional) frustration are the reactions I imagine they would today be experiencing at the extraordinary development of the community they launched.

At least on the face of it, the treaty has succeeded beyond their wildest expectations. The vision of creating an ever-closer political union of the diverse nation states that make up the old continent, through economic means, has come to pass.

The EU is a process, not an outcome. It is not a United States of Europe, as some of the founders might have wished. It is not an integrated superstate with a mighty army, although it has a parliament, a civil service, a supreme court and a central bank. It is simply the most powerful and dynamic regional organisation of nation states in the world, a unique entity of expanding geographic extent and population, with a queue of other countries still knocking at the door to join. 

It is much more than an inter-governmental organisation or alliance, such as the World Trade Organisation, or the North Atlantic Treaty Organisation, where members operate largely by consensus. EU members have pooled important parts of their national sovereignty, taking decisions together by majority votes, and agreeing to be bound by their common laws. They negotiate together on international issues such as trade relations and global warming. Their institutions have achieved a momentum and dynamic of their own. While still complicated and confusing, they are more democratic and more transparent than those of any other multinational institution. Perhaps most important, they ensure that the idea of the member states going to war again, as they did in 1914, and again in 1939, is inconceivable. 

The Union has also been a remarkable economic success story, underpinning the dramatic recovery of Europe from the devastation of the war, and opening up a highly integrated internal market, while driving the process of increasingly liberal world trade that has allowed the process of globalisation to take off. The prosperity of Europe’s heartland has been exported to its periphery, with newer member states such as Ireland, Spain and Greece rapidly catching up with the per capita incomes of the wealthy Germans, French and Dutch at its centre. The same process is now happening with the former Communist states of central and eastern Europe.

What started as a customs union and common market now boasts a single currency for its core member states, with a central bank and a single monetary policy. Where national borders were once a source not merely of bureaucratic delay and frustration, but also bitter rivalry and recurrent bloodshed, their importance has dwindled dramatically. Free movement of people, goods, capital and services is no longer a distant ambition, but a reality for most of the population.

Yet in its very successes lie the seeds of the challenges facing the EU member states today. The original six member states were a neat balance of three large countries – France, Germany and Italy – and three small: the Netherlands, Belgium and Luxembourg. Quite apart from being a small enough number to sit round a regular kitchen table, they could ensure that the voices of small states were heard, while the interests of the larger were seldom constrained by alliances of the unequal.

With progressive enlargements – first to the UK, Denmark and Ireland, then Greece, Spain and Portugal, and on via Austria and the Nordic nations to the latest “big bang” expansion embracing central and eastern Europe – the EU of 27 is far more complicated, unwieldy and slow-moving than it used to be. It is a veritable Tower of Babel, with 20 different languages, and huge differences in historical and cultural experiences. The balance between big and small, as well as rich and poor, is much more difficult to maintain.

Many of these more recent member states (including the UK) have struggled to match the inspiration and passion of the Union’s founders, who were driven by the personal experience of two world wars that had devastated the continent. Men such as Jean Monnet, the cosmopolitan banker, Robert Schumann, the ascetic scholar, philosopher and foreign minister from Lorraine, and Konrad Adenauer, the proud and patriarchal German chancellor from the Rhineland – the three driving personalities behind the original European Coal and Steel Community – were focussed above all on the need to reconcile France and Germany, and ensure that their historic rivalry never again tipped into bloody conflict. Paul-Henri Spaak, the Belgian foreign minister who chaired the key drafting committee of the Rome Treaty, shared the Monnet vision.

Angela Merkel by contrast, the German chancellor and leading today’s German Presidency of the Union (who was herself brought up behind the Iron Curtain in East Germany) sees the modern EU as needing a new inspiration, a new legitimacy, to justify its existence, beyond the old vision of avoiding another world war. The very success of the union in making war between its member states seem so inconceivable has removed part of the glue that bound the Union together.

The extension of the Union to new, unfamiliar states with new, unfamiliar languages has made institutions that were already difficult for ordinary citizens to understand sometimes seem yet more alien and distant. Free movement of labour, as well as capital, is suddenly seen not as an overwhelming benefit for an expanding European economy, but as a potential threat to jobs in “old Europe”, as Polish plumbers and Latvian bricklayers head west for work.

When French and Dutch voters went to vote in their referendum on the EU constitutional treaty in 2005, there were many factors behind their decisions to reject it. Some were simply voting against the perceived incompetence of their government. In the Netherlands, for instance, there was particular unhappiness about immigration policy. But in both countries there was a general feeling of dissatisfaction with the remoteness and complexity of the enlarged EU. In France the negative vote was directed as much against the “four freedoms” enshrined in the Treaty of Rome, as against any more recent reforms. The “Polish plumber” became a symbol of what was wrong with Europe, although there was no evidence to suggest that free movement of labour had any effect on France’s high unemployment rates.

The Dutch were also unhappy about the size of their net budget contributions to Brussels. After many years of being net beneficiaries from the budget, they have now become the largest per capita net contributors, ahead of the UK and Germany, thanks in no small part to the cost of transfers to poorer new member states.

The EU today is facing a crisis of self-confidence, just when it should be celebrating its achievements, and preparing for the new challenges of the 21st century. Yet I am absolutely convinced that we are looking today at a bout of severe indigestion after an extraordinary period of change and growth, rather than a profound political crisis.

Over the past 20 years, the EU has been on an emotional roller-coaster. It has been through three phases of enlargement, to the south, the north and the east; the fall of the Berlin Wall and German unification; the launch and completion of the single market; the launch of the euro, and the European Central Bank; the establishment of a common foreign and security policy; ever increasing common policies for immigration, asylum, justice and home affairs; creation of the Schengen border-free zone; civil war on its frontiers in the Balkans; a crisis in relations with its traditional ally, the US, over the war in Iraq, and the so-called war on terrorism.

Behind all these lay the collapse of the Soviet Union, the economic rise of China, the Asian tigers, Latin America and India, the technological transformation caused by the advent of the internet and rapidly falling costs of international transportation, and the simultaneous realisation of global warming and the urgent need to curb energy consumption and carbon emissions.

Is the EU, as it has evolved from the original Treaty of Rome, capable of adapting to the challenges presented by that staggering global transformation?

The existence of the single EU market, a common and rigorous competition policy, a common external commercial policy, and the four freedoms of movement inside the union, should provide a platform for Europe to compete successfully in the global market. The key is likely to be the ability of the member states to combine security with openness – the guarantee of a minimum welfare net, with a willingness to allow the free flow of investment as well as trade.

But there is a real danger that European citizens will choose instead to put up barriers to trade, and even reintroduce their own internal barriers, as they feel threatened by cheaper competition from Asia. Over the years, the EU has managed to strike a balance between the views of the trade liberals and the trade protectionists within its ranks. There is no compelling reason to believe it cannot continue to do so, with the liberals if anything strengthened by enlargement and the advent of born-again free traders from eastern Europe.

The slow but inexorable reform of the Common Agricultural Policy will be part of this process, driven by the demands of global trade liberalisation, the increasing negotiating power of the southern hemisphere, and the unacceptable political cost of subsidising an ever-dwindling part of the European economy. The CAP has helped cushion the transformation of traditional peasant agriculture. It was far too successful in producing mountains of grain and butter, and lakes of milk and wine. But those days are already over.

As a union, Europe is also capable of combining its resources, and its know-how to tackle the problems of poverty on its doorstep – especially in Africa. Excessive focus in the past on the former colonies of the leading member states – especially France and the UK – has been diluted by the advent of new members without such priorities. Former neutral states, such as Sweden, Finland, Ireland and Austria, have brought their considerable know-how in peacekeeping as well as development, to bolster the EU’s foreign and security policy.

Precisely at a time when the clumsy use of “hard power” by the US, especially in Iraq, has undermined the influence of the solitary superpower, the EU has a chance to demonstrate the capacity of its “soft power”, complemented by a modest amount of military muscle. So far, deployments have been relatively small: to Aceh in Indonesia, the Congo, Moldova, and Bosnia. The challenges will if anything increase, especially if the US pulls out of Iraq in disarray. Europe cannot and will not try to replicate US military engagement. It will have to show that soft power can do better.

Europe is a continent with many neighbours, and instability in the Middle East, North Africa, and in the former Soviet Union, is likely to be a continuing challenge. The EU cannot continue to offer the prospect of membership indefinitely as an alternative to a coherent neighbourhood policy. Already the backlash within the Union against indefinite enlargement is calling into question eventual Turkish membership, not to mention Ukraine and many other former Soviet republics that want to join. The process will certainly slow down, if not stop. It will have to be replaced by a much more vigorous, and generous, stabilisation policy for future neighbours. 

The environment, however, is one area where the EU is already showing its surprising readiness to take a lead: first at Kyoto, and now again for a post-Kyoto settlement, in seeking to persuade the rest of the international community to cut carbon emissions. Slowly but surely, the US is being persuaded that it must move. Only when it does will China, India and the rest of the developing world, be prepared to follow.

All this has come from the original inspiration of the Treaty of Rome. It is a unique experiment in international relations. It is one that sometimes seems to attract more admiration, and more respect, from those outside the confines of Europe than from those within it. Perhaps that is the penalty of success. Only if you stand back, can you appreciate it.

That is one reason why there is still such a queue of would-be members at the door. They are not naïve, although many undoubtedly do want to join what they see as a rich folks’ club. But they can also appreciate the remarkable benefits that the EU has brought to new members. It has guaranteed fragile democracies emerging from dictatorship, first in Greece, then Spain and Portugal, and now in all the former members of the Warsaw Pact. More than the single market, the common policies, and the global impact of the EU, it is the underpinning of democratic institutions, the rule of law, and good governance, that is perhaps the greatest single contribution of the union to a stable and prosperous Europe.

The European Movement, the Federal Trust and Chatham House all deserve to be congratulated for the initiative they have taken to celebrate the fiftieth anniversary of the signing of Treaty of Rome. They have ensured that London can join all the other capitals of the EU in marking its historic importance.
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