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FOREWORD

Explorations in OEEC History is published in conjunction with the 50th Anniversary celebration of the speech by United States Secretary of State, George C. Marshall. The speech, given at Harvard University on 5 June 1947 initiated the post-World War II European Recovery Plan or the Marshall Plan as it is frequently known. In his speech (see Annex 1), Marshall stated that:


“there must be some agreement among the countries of Europe as to the requirements of the situation and the part those countries themselves will take in order to give proper effect to whatever action might be undertaken by this Government. It would be neither fitting nor efficacious for this Government to undertake to draw up unilaterally a program designed to place Europe on its feet economically. This is the business of the Europeans. The initiative, I think, must come from Europe.... The program should be a joint one, agreed to by a number, if not all European nations.”


As a result of the meetings of the Conference for European Economic Co-operation and the work of a team of committees between July 1947 and April 1948, sixteen European countries drew up the required analyses. They also reached the conclusion that a continuing body was needed to carry out the work of European reconstruction. The body created was the Organisation for European Economic Co-operation which, in 1961, was transformed into the Organisation for Economic Co-operation and Development.

Overseen by Professor Richard T. Griffiths, then director of research projects at the European University Institute in Florence, Italy and now at Leiden University in the Netherlands, Explorations in OEEC History reviews and analyses the primary research and available archives on the Marshall Plan and the OEEC. The core of this volume is an account of the creation of the OEEC and its work, its transformations and its successes and shortcomings in the Marshall Plan phase and in the wider context of European economic policies. Carrying out its mandates, the OEEC contributed to the development of industry, agriculture, energy and technology as well as to productivity, trade liberalisation and currency convertibility in Europe.

A particular strength of this volume is the multinational, multi-archival approach that allows the internal and foreign policies of individual states to be understood in the context of the internal struggles of an international organisation. Because these essays analyse the work of the OEEC under several main themes they help to understand the sometimes complex and convoluted relationships between competing visions and values.

This work is published in the hope that it contributes to discussions on the history of European reconstruction and on models of co-operation favouring economic development, trade liberalisation and integration in the world economy. It will also provide better background for understanding whether and to what degree the mechanisms and works of the Marshall Plan and of the OEEC are relevant to the issues faced by today’s economies in transition.

The opinions expressed and arguments employed in this publication are the sole responsibility of the authors and do not necessarily reflect those of the OECD nor of the governments of its Member countries. This work is published on the responsibility of the Secretary-General of the OECD.
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PREFACE

In December 1991 the Council of the OECD decided to release the papers of the OEEC for historical research and to deposit them at the Historical Archives of the European Communities in Florence. Less than a year later the first deposit was made and the archives could be officially opened. To celebrate this event, on 16 November 1992, the European University Institute (EUI) organised a small conference on the history of the OEEC, which was attended by the Secretary-General of the OECD, Mr. Jean-Claude Paye, and several ambassadors to the Organisation.

Together with an introductory article, the papers presented at that conference form the backbone of the current volume and have become chapters 2, 9, 14 and 18. Especially among the researchers working on postwar history at the EUI, the opening of the OEEC archives was an occasion for great excitement. Many of them had already worked on topics relating to this history. They suggested that the usefulness of the volume would be enhanced if they could add shorter “case studies” based upon their research. These contributions make up the remainder of the volume.

I would like to thank the administration of the OECD, in particular Mr. Lucien Dantin, Mr. W.J. (Jock) More, Mr. Thomas Weir, Mr. David Doyle, Ms. Sy1via Thompson, and Mr. Bernard Colas for their generous and unstinting help in preparing the archives for release, in arranging the opening conference, and in facilitating the publication of this book. I would also like to record my appreciation to all the staff of the historical archives of the European Communities, and, in particular, the director Mr. Jean-Marie Palayret. Finally, I would like to thank Ms. Susan Baines for her general assistance in editing and preparing the book for publication.


 Richard T. Griffiths 
July 1993 
EUI, Florence
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Chapter I

EXPLORING THE OEEC’S PAST: THE POTENTIALS AND THE SOURCES

Wendy Asbeek Brusse and Richard T. Griffiths






Any researcher interested in the role of the Organisation for European Economic Co-operation (OEEC) in European history will inevitably be struck by the scarcity of publications. The OEEC’s functioning as an organisation has rarely been examined in depth by “unofficial” (i.e. non-OEEC) authors, and its general economic activities have seldom received more than a superficial treatment. The only exception lies in its role in the European Recovery Programme (ERP), an initiative launched in the summer of 1947 and widely known as “Marshall Aid”. The OEEC was created to administer this American aid, and it is in this context that it has received most attention from contemporary observers and historians alike. A pioneering work in this genre is H. Price’s traditional study of 1955, which was commissioned by Governmental Affairs Institute and based on the records available at that time. It discusses what the author considered the main accomplishments of ERP and OEEC, such as saving Western and Southern Europe from economic and political (communist!) disaster and contributing to the unprecedented economic growth of the 1950s. Illustrative for the Cold War climate of that period is Price’s conclusion that the Marshall Plan’s main, unfinished task consisted of “containing” the communist forces in underdeveloped areas.1

Not suprisingly, for a long time, the extensive literature on ERP has been dominated by the debate between traditionalists, revisionists and post-revisionists that is so characteristic of historical literature on the Cold War era.2 The revisionist interpretation of ERP that emerged in the late 1960s and 1970s tended to highlight the strategic and political motives behind the American government’s hegemonic, “imperialist” operations in Western Europe.3 It argued that Marshall’s offer to Eastern European countries and the conditions formulated in ERP were part of a tactical device aimed at shifting the blame for the division of Europe to the Soviet Union. By the 1980s, however, a “postrevisionist” consensus developed among historians and political scientists who had begun researching the postwar period on the basis of newly released governmental policy documents. They stressed that American political leaders had goals other than communist containment, and that they were genuinely concerned with Europe’s economic integration and growth by promoting a rise in productivity and efficiency. 4 Rather than singlehandedly imposing their programme on the European nations, American planners lacked both the consistent, carefully formulated “master plan” and the power or will to dictate to the Europeans.

The post-revisionist reinterpretations that emerged as a result of new, archival research have tended to shift the balance to the economic and domestic political background of ERP and OEEC.5 For example, Immanual Wexler, in examining the economic context and impact of ERP, has argued that it was a successful undertaking because it fulfilled most of the objectives of planners in the Economic Co-operation Administration (ECA). It contributed to a sharp rise in European production, investment and trade. Two other objectives, internal financial stability and European economic integration, fared less well, but Wexler concludes that these were “with hindsight (...) unrealistic over such a short period of time”.6

Wexler’s study has triggered off a lively debate on the effectiveness of ERP. In 1984, Alan Milward published a widely researched, archival based study called The Reconstruction of Western Europe, 1945-1951, in which he rejected the generally accepted view among historians that dollar aid saved Europe from economic collapse. At the risk of some oversimplification, his arguments can be summarised as follows. Firstly, contrary to what the Americans claimed, there was no real threat of economic collapse since European industrial production had already reached prewar levels by the time ERP was implemented. Secondly, if the Europeans would have cut back on dollar imports for industrial requirements, reduced per capita food consumption to a necessary minimum and used these savings to finance their massive food imports, they could have survived without American aid.7 Industrial recovery would have slowed down but the European economies would certainly not have collapsed. There were only two exceptions to this rule; the Netherlands and France. These countries needed such massive food imports that no reallocation of investment would have been able to finance their food requirements without causing the complete stagnation of industrial production.

Milward’s main critics are Michael J. Hogan and Charles P. Kindleberger. They argue that his counterfactual model leads to ahistorical and absurd conclusions. The Americans, they argue, began their planning for Marshall aid during the bad harvest of 1947, when everything still pointed to economic collapse by the end of the year. How could they have foreseen a continuation of the investment boom? More importantly, Milward’s counterfactual scenario of reducing food consumption to “survival levels” would have been socially and politically unfeasible. With memories of wartime deprivation still fresh, the Europeans would not have accepted such measures from any government.

A survey of the latest publications indicates that the debate on Europe’s needs for Marshall Aid has by no means ended. Inspired by Milward’s counterfactual approach, Italian, German, British and Dutch historians have tried to reach definitive conclusions for their “own” countries by detailed analyses of material from their national archives. Very gradually, as still more archival material from the late 1950s is being released, some of these authors are also shifting attention to the period after Marshall Aid and beginning to highlight the role of their countries within the OEEC’s Trade Liberalisation Programme, the EPU and the EPA. Nonetheless, over 70 per cent of the historical studies still begin and end in the Marshall Aid period (1947-1952) and there is not much evidence that this is going to alter significantly in the next few years, if only because of the superficial attractiveness of ERP as a policy option for the current problems of East and Central Europe and the ex-Soviet Union.

In looking at the remaining 20 per cent of this literature, we can see only a handful of publications examining the OEEC’s contributions to trade liberalisation. Although written as early as 1951, William Diebold’s Trade and Payments is still exceptional in looking beyond ERP, towards the Organisation’s role in the wider context of European economic integration. Other, both old and new studies, only briefly glance at this and tend to underplay the OEEC’s role in European economic and political life. To a large extent, this eclipse of the OEEC is the result of an old propaganda war with those who saw European co-operation in terms of the future political shape of Europe, and integration as a path or means towards European federalism. Hence, contemporary authors writing in the 1950s have highlighted and often glorified a small, visionary – and clearly visible – elite of European top politicians who considered supranationalism the sole answer to Europe’s political and economic problems. Their “explanations” of the historical process of integration usually start with the plans for closer economic co-operation developed during the Second World War, continue from there with the failed attempts, in 1947 and 1948, to create a customs union between the Marshall Plan countries and, having missed out other (OEEC) efforts in between, end with the success stories of the ECSC and the EEC. Consequently, for the period after 1950 there is much more literature on the integrative experiments within the ECSC, the EDC, EEC and Euratom than there is on the OEEC’s efforts.8 Many an interested student of European economic co-operation can therefore be forgiven for concluding that “real” progress towards economic co-operation and integration was only made by the Six, while the OEEC watched helplessly on the side-lines.

With the opening up of national governmental archives of the 1950s, this elitist, propagandist approach had to give way to reinterpretations of the drives towards European co-operation in which other frameworks than those of the Six have received attention. Yet the few new studies that also deal with the OEEC have not redressed the balance towards a more realistic view of the organisation. Significantly, the best known archival study, Milward’s Reconstruction of Western Europe, also stresses the OEEC’s “depoliticization” and “collapse” by 1949.9 It argues that the American failure to turn the OEEC into an early prototype of a western federal government, as well as the British refusal to accept majority voting by the Council, marked the end of its prominent role in European economic reconstruction and integration. Therefore the book pays no attention to the OEEC’s achievements in the field of trade liberalisation, productivity, promotion or currency convertibility.

As we have seen earlier, those authors who do stress these contributions are often former civil servants of the OEEC and ECA or former national delegates to the Organisation.10 Lord Franks, for instance, has rightly remarked that while the OEEC’s Convention was “...broadly on the lines of the British rather than the French model: it was inter-governmental in character and decisions were reached by agreement”, it did develop into an influential body, “a ministerial conference in permanent session” with its own identity. Similarly, Sir Eric Roll has argued that the OEEC succeeded in building up a climate of common responsibility among European governments. Its consultation and permanent co-operation procedures “...resulted in a real limitation of national sovereignty in economic matters.”11 While such judgements might be valid, they are not based on systematic, verifiable evidence or analysis and remain within the realms of speculation and assertion. They will only enter the mainstream historical literature if they are fully documented and based on the latest archival material.
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The development after 1945 of modern governmental bureaucracies has contributed to an ever increasing wealth of paper and policy documents from which historians may reconstruct their stories. Most OECD governments allow policy documents to be released for research after thirty years, which means that it is now possible to write a historical study on the entire period of the OEEC’s existence based on all the relevant governmental archives. The efficient use of these sources requires a good knowledge of the complexities of these governmental structures and of the various processes of national and international decision making. It also calls for a systematic research method. Our experience suggests that a hierarchical method, starting at the top levels of the decision making pyramid, is most effective for a systematic study of large policy archives. This approach will therefore be taken as a guideline throughout the description of the relevant European archives.

The governmental records discussed in detail below are limited to those of France, Germany, the Netherlands, the United Kingdom and the United States.12 Some choice was necessary for reasons of space, and their selection was decided by consideration of the states’ importance to OEEC history and of the openness of the archives. There will follow a brief, and far from exhaustive, survey of the state of other Western European archives. However, we will start with an overview of the contents of the OECD’s own historical archives.

The OECD’s historical archives have been reconstituted over the last years from paper material preserved in the Organisation’s numerous holding areas and from documentation held by the Organisation’s ex-officials. The core of the archive is the extensive set of coded documents on microfilm. These archives have been transferred to the Historical Archives of the European Community which form part of the European University Institute in Florence. There they will join not only the archives of the European Coal and Steel Community, of the European Economic Community and EURATOM but also such other international collections as the archives of the European Space Agency, the Union of European Federalists and the European Movement.

The political steering of the OEEC took place through the Council and the Executive Committee. The Council met on 506 occasions between 1948 and 1961 and the Executive Committee on 433 occasions. A complete paper set of the minutes of both is available. All the coded documents relating to these meetings are on microfilm. The Council generated 4 118 documents of this nature and the Executive Committee a further 1 081 documents. All of this documentation is central to the OEEC’s history and would need careful scrutiny.

Excluding the above, the remaining coded documents relate to the work conducted in the various OEEC committees and sub-committees. Some of these are central to the OEEC’s work while many others are not immediately relevant since they deal with problems of a highly technical nature. Altogether we have identified 40 000 separate documents in this microfilm collection, which include both meetings and discussion papers.

A third set of documents contains the OEEC’s working archives, which are available in their original form. As will become apparent, their coverage is somewhat patchy and will in some places overlap with the collection of coded documents described above. The largest and best ordered part of these archives refers to the European Payments Union (EPU) and the European Monetary Arrangement (EMA). Some of this material formed the basis of the volume on the history of the EPU published by Kaplan and Schleiminger in 1989.13 It contains coded documents of the Council and various lower-level Committees, while it also gives a good reflection of the work of the OEEC’s Secretariat in this field. Qualitatively, we would rate this collection very highly. Its total size is 8 metres. In terms of size, the second largest collection is that on trade issues. However, most of this material comprises coded documents from the Trade Committee; original material of the Secretariat is relatively scarce. This collection requires declassification before it will be released. An exceedingly high-quality series of files deals with the negotiations for the Free Trade Zone and its aftermath which provide a unique opportunity to follow the evolution of thinking within the top of the OEEC towards events as they unravel and the development of a policy response. Apart from these larger collections, there are files dealing with the bilateral associations of individual countries with the OEEC and on the organisational structures. These provide useful information at an administrative level but they clearly need to be supplemented by material from other sources.

The National Archives and Records Administration (NARA) in Washington is the main depository for the papers of the US central government administration. That being said, the fact remains that many archive collections necessary for OEEC study have not yet – and perhaps may never be – deposited with the NARA. As a result the records of the entire top of the policy making structure on European affairs have to be reconstructed from papers that are deposited in various different places. For example, much of the decision making process can only be reconstructed by use of the presidential papers from the Truman Library in Independence (Missouri) and from the Eisenhower papers in Abelaine (Kansas). And although Secretary of State Dean Acheson’s office papers are in the NARA, those of John Foster Dulles are in the Princeton University Library. This practice of creating private libraries for large archival sections is fairly common in the United States.

A second drawback to the NARA collections is that two major departments which one would expect to have been centrally concerned with OEEC activities have still to deposit the major part of their archive collections. This concerns the records of the United States Treasury, and of the Commerce Department. Permission to consult these has to be sought separately and, at the time of writing, we were unable to make a proper assessment of the material contained therein. Nonetheless, the material in the NARA provides a vital component for any historical study.

By far the most important part of the NARA collection are the records of the US foreign assistance agencies, 1948-61 (Record Group 469). These centralise all the material prepared for the distribution of US civil and military assistance and all the intelligence gathered through the ECA’s Office of the Special Representative in Paris and its missions in the ERP countries. It gives a uniquely detailed overview not only of American policy preparations but also of the economic, security and political situation throughout OEEC Europe. These records, comprising some 900 boxes, appear to be reasonably complete and of very high quality. In addition, the collection contains a master file of official OEEC documents assembled by the ECA and later the Foreign Operations Administration (Inventory No. 340).14

The other major collection are the records of the State Department (Record Group 59). Within this, the most voluminous series are the “correspondence files”, which are broadly synonymous with the diplomatic files in European foreign office archives. The collections are formed on the basis of country and subject codes and are grouped in clusters of five years (i.e. 1944-49, 1950-54, 1955-59). There is no way of estimating the total volume of the portions of these archives.15 The largest single section, that referring to Marshall Aid in the sub-period 1945-49 (840.50 RECOVERY), is itself 50 boxes. Other sections are probably much smaller. It is important to note that, at the time of writing, the documents released cover the period up to 1959 only. Within the State Department there exists also a collection of “lot files”. These were assembled on an ad hoc basis by individual civil servants or sub-sections of the Administration. The most important of these are the records of Dean Acheson, 1944-1953 (5 metres), the General Records of the Office of the Executive Secretariat, 1944-1954 (10 metres) and the Records of the Policy Planning Staff, 1947-1956 (3 metres).

The entire collection of British central government files are housed in one building, the Public Record Office (PRO) in Kew, London. In general, records are open in accordance with the 30-year rule. There are some withholdings but these seem connected mainly with military matters. Starting again with the top level in the policy process, the Cabinet, there are three separate layers, each of which are recorded in minutes and discussion documents: the full Cabinet, the general ministerial committees and issuerelated Cabinet committees.

At the weekly meetings of the Cabinet all ministers were present to discuss all aspects of governmental policy. Therefore, OEEC issues covered only a small part of Cabinet’s work. The full Cabinet records consist of 20 volumes of minutes and 89 volumes of papers and are on open shelves in the reading room. At the second layer of Cabinet, we find the general ministerial committees with a more limited range of participants and fields of discussion that still held decision making powers. For our purposes, the most important is the Economic Policy Committee (EPC, 1947-1960), the records of which amount to 53 volumes of minutes and papers. Its work was supported at the civil service level by the Committee on Economic Development (until 1950) and the Economic Steering Committee. Their records amount to some 40 volumes. However, it is the third layer of discussion, that of issue related Cabinet committees, that the most valuable material can be found, since several of these were exclusively devoted to OEEC matters. Therefore, these will be discussed in greater detail.

Cabinet prepared its response to the offer of Marshall Aid by setting up an ad hoc European Economic Co-operation Committee. Until 1951, it held over 300 meetings and discussed 1 200 papers. Its subcommittees also generated 15 files of material. Already in 1950, however, its work was largely subsumed by the Mutual Aid Committee (MAC). Between 1950 and 1960, MAC held 335 meetings and discussed some 1 500 papers, while the sub-committees that it generated produced another 58 files of documentation. In 1955, in response to the Messina initiative, the Economic Steering Committee established a sub-committee on closer association with Europe. It prepared the British policy towards the Common Market and its subsequent response, through the failure of the wider European Free Trade Zone to the creation of EFTA. The records of this sub-committee contain about 10 files.

These three layers of cabinet discussion together give the decision making at the top level. They enable us to follow all the significant input into the discussion and provide the same type of background information as was considered necessary for the officials preparing the policies themselves. More detailed material being generated upwards from the departments can be found in the files of the Treasury – the department directly responsible for executing British policy in these fields – the Foreign Office and, to a much lesser extent, the Board of Trade.

Almost all Treasury material concerning the OEEC in the widest sense was dealt with by four divisions. The first one is the European Economic Co-operation Division, whose work was largely confined to the period 1947-1950 with some spill-over into the mid-1950s. It has 440 files (almost all concerned with UK policy towards the OEEC). Its work was taken over in 1950 by the Mutual Aid Division (MAD) and then in 1956 transferred to the Home and...
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