The True Cost of Europe

Mr Wilson called for a great debate on Europe, and was disappointed. But people will not put forward their best efforts when they know these will influence events. The decision for Europe was the Prime Minister's own, taken in characteristically elusive fashion. (Right up to last week's speech to the Parliamentary Labour Party it was possible to argue convincingly that he was still hedging his bets.) There was little chance of a great debate influencing him before, and there is none at all now. But it may still be worth while to spell out the consequences of a serious application to join the Six, and the probable price which must be paid if the application is to succeed.

It is not necessary to draw up a list of conditions in fine print; still less to call for resignations if Brussels will not grant them. The Community's agricultural policy is unsuited to our needs, its regulations on movement of capital and labour are unrelated to our problems its commitment to federalism is either meaningless or means something of doubtful worth: such social and economic policy as it has reflects principles which British socialists will not easily accept. On all these points our negotiators should ask for the maximum possible, and think themselves lucky if they get half of what they ask. The real cost is elsewhere. It is not New Zealand farmers and West Indian sugar‑growers, nor even English farmers and West Indian immigrants, who are at the centre of the debate; it is the present rate of exchange.

The case for devaluation as part of a Common Market 'package' is argued on an inside page by our economic correspondent. Two points should be made clear. The first is that entry without devaluation would lead to a further deflation which would be economically disastrous and electorally suicidal. The second is that devaluation would have to precede, not follow, the vital moment when negotiations gelled. Talks which were even halfway to success would inevitably cause a new tide of devaluationist rumours, which in turn would cause another run on the pound. If such a run took place, we would not get in anyway.

It is possible to argue that devaluation in these circumstances is no great hardship. Entry can be seen as a welcome opportunity to devalue, rather than devaluation as the unpleasant price of entry. But it is very far from clear that this is how the government sees it. For the last six months, the determination to defend sterling at all costs has been both more apparent and less justifiable than it was 18 months ago. If there is anybody who should regard the Common Market as a rejection of his dedicated work, it is not the Minister of Agriculture nor the President of the Board of Trade, but the Chancellor. If resignation is a serious issue for anyone, it must be for him.

The political price is equally drastic; and there is equally little evidence that the government is seriously prepared to pay it. Nothing so thoroughly wrecked Mr Macmillan's attempt to join the Six as his Micawberish belief that he could combine the fraternity of Europe with the patronage of the United States. To sign the treaty of Rome means an end to the special relationship as we now know it. Once again, this can be welcomed on its own merits. Indeed, it is the strongest argument that the Left can produce particularly when the French example shows that one can be a European without being a federalist, and the German example that one can be un‑American without being anti‑American. But it puts an end to Mr Wilson's mission as the 'moderate' apologist for Washington in the councils of the world. And however desirable this may be, there is little sign that it is what the government expects. In the buying of aircraft, the borrowing of money, the terms of non‑proliferation, the evaluation of the Vietnamese war, we treat the special relationship as reverently as ever. Our entry into Europe ‑ although America supports it ‑ will inevitably alter that relationship beyond recognition, and might give us very little in return. Is the government really willing to take the risk and pay the price?

As against this, the high cost of staying out can also be invoked. The risk of being dragged into French neutralism or German wildness must be set against the alternatives: of becoming an undercapitalised Canada or a sluggish Japan. The sharp effects of devaluation must be set against the deadlier possibilities of persistent slow decline. What is impossible is the best of all worlds: triumphant entry in Europe with the pound held high and the Atlantic as Europe's national sea.
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