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The European Economic Community (EEC), established in the aftermath of World War II, was a
pioneering step toward economic integration among European nations. Its foundational principles
aimed to foster economic cooperation, eliminate trade barriers, and promote stability across the
continent. The EEC was initially characterized by its status as a customs union, comprising 12
member countries, all sharing a common market. These features laid the groundwork for what would
evolve into the European Union, but understanding the original EEC’s structure and scope provides
valuable insights into its historic significance.

The EEC as a Customs Union

Definition of a Customs Union
A customs union is an agreement between countries to remove tariffs and other trade barriers
among member states while adopting a common external tariff against non-members. This
arrangement facilitates free trade within the union, promoting economic growth, specialization, and
increased competition.

The EEC’s Role as a Customs Union
The European Economic Community was established explicitly as a customs union, which meant
that:

Member states agreed to eliminate tariffs on goods traded among themselves, thereby
creating a seamless internal market.

They adopted a common external tariff (CET), meaning all member countries applied the same
tariffs to imports from non-member countries.

The customs union aimed to unify trade policies, streamline border procedures, and reduce
administrative costs associated with cross-border trade.

This structure enabled the member countries to benefit from increased trade, economic efficiency,
and a stronger collective bargaining position in global trade negotiations. The customs union was
the first step toward deeper economic integration, setting the stage for the development of a single



market.

The Original Twelve Member Countries of the EEC

Formation and Expansion
The European Economic Community was founded by the Treaty of Rome in 1957. Its initial
membership comprised six countries, but over the years, the community expanded to include twelve
members. These countries recognized the importance of economic cooperation and shared a vision
of a peaceful, prosperous Europe.

The Twelve Member Countries
The original twelve countries that formed the core of the EEC were:

Belgium1.

France2.

Italy3.

Luxembourg4.

The Netherlands5.

West Germany (now unified Germany)6.

Denmark7.

Iceland8.

Ireland9.

Norway10.

Sweden11.

United Kingdom12.

While the first six (Belgium, France, Italy, Luxembourg, Netherlands, West Germany) were the
founding members, the remaining six joined later, reflecting a broadening of the community’s
economic and political scope.



Key Characteristics of the Member Countries
The member countries shared several common features:

Geographically located primarily in Western Europe.

Economies that were industrialized or rapidly industrializing during the mid-20th century.

Commitment to peace, stability, and economic cooperation in post-war Europe.

Shared cultural and historical ties that facilitated political and economic integration.

The inclusion of both larger economies like West Germany and smaller nations like Luxembourg
demonstrated the community’s inclusive approach to regional cooperation.

The Common Features of the EEC

Shared Policies and Goals
The core objective of the EEC was to create a unified economic space that would:

Eliminate tariffs and trade barriers among member states.

Establish a common external tariff to protect the internal market from external competition.

Coordinate agricultural, industrial, and trade policies for mutual benefit.

Promote economic development and stability across member nations.

Institutional Framework
The EEC developed a set of institutions to oversee its policies and ensure compliance:

The European Commission: Responsible for proposing legislation and implementing
decisions.

The Council of the European Communities: Comprised of government ministers from each
member state, it made decisions on policy directions.

The European Parliament: Initially a consultative body, it evolved into a co-legislator over
time.



The Court of Justice: Ensured the uniform interpretation and application of community law.

These institutions fostered cooperation, democratic decision-making, and the development of
common policies.

Progress Towards a Single Market
While the primary focus was on establishing a customs union, the EEC also aimed to move toward a
single market by:

Removing barriers to the free movement of goods, services, capital, and people.

Harmonizing regulations and standards to facilitate cross-border trade.

Promoting economic integration and convergence among member economies.

Although the EEC initially concentrated on trade liberalization, it laid the foundation for the broader
single market that would be realized in later decades.

The Significance of the Original EEC

Economic Growth and Stability
By creating a large, integrated market, the EEC boosted economic growth among member states.
Countries benefited from increased exports, more efficient production, and greater investment. The
customs union also helped stabilize economies by reducing trade uncertainties and fostering
cooperation.

Political Cooperation and Peace
The EEC was instrumental in promoting political stability and reconciliation among European
countries. Shared economic interests fostered cooperation, reducing the likelihood of conflict and
laying the groundwork for further political integration.

Global Influence
As a collective entity, the EEC gained increased bargaining power in international trade
negotiations, helping member countries secure better terms and promote European interests
globally.



Legacy and Evolution

Although the original EEC was primarily an economic arrangement, it set the stage for the European
Union’s broader political and social integration. Over time, the community expanded its scope,
deepened its policies, and adopted new institutions to manage the complexities of a united Europe.

The initial focus on a customs union and shared policies proved to be a successful strategy,
demonstrating the benefits of regional cooperation. Today, the European Union continues to evolve,
but its roots as the original European Economic Community remain a testament to the power of
economic integration for peace and prosperity.

---

This comprehensive overview highlights the foundational aspects of the European Economic
Community — emphasizing its role as a customs union, its twelve founding member countries, and
its shared objectives and features. Understanding these elements provides essential context for
appreciating the EU’s development and ongoing significance in global affairs.

Frequently Asked Questions

What was the primary purpose of the Original European
Economic Community (EEC)?
Its primary purpose was to create a common market among its member states to promote economic
integration and free trade.

Was the European Economic Community a customs union?
Yes, the EEC functioned as a customs union, eliminating tariffs and trade barriers among member
countries.

How many countries initially joined the European Economic
Community?
Twelve countries initially joined the EEC when it was established in 1957.

Did the European Economic Community have a common
agricultural policy?
Yes, one of the key features of the EEC was a common agricultural policy to support farmers and
stabilize markets.

What does the 'A' in 'The Original European Economic



Community A' refer to?
It indicates that the EEC was a customs union, characterized by the removal of internal tariffs and a
common external tariff.

Which countries were part of the original 12 members of the
EEC?
The original twelve members were Belgium, France, Italy, Luxembourg, Netherlands, West
Germany, Denmark, Ireland, UK, Norway, Sweden, and Austria.

Did the European Economic Community evolve into the
European Union?
Yes, the EEC evolved over time into the European Union, expanding its scope beyond economic
cooperation to political and social integration.

What was the significance of having a 'common' policy in the
EEC?
Having a common policy, particularly in agriculture and trade, helped unify member states'
economic interests and facilitated deeper integration.

Additional Resources
European Economic Community (EEC)

The European Economic Community (EEC), often regarded as the foundational pillar of the
European Union, represents a pivotal chapter in the history of regional integration and economic
cooperation. Established in the aftermath of World War II, the EEC was conceived with the
ambitious goal of fostering economic stability, growth, and political unity among participating
nations. Its original form, as a customs union, laid the groundwork for a broader political and
economic union that would evolve over the decades. This article delves deeply into the origins,
structure, and characteristics of the EEC’s initial phase, emphasizing its role as a customs union, the
member countries involved, and the key features that defined its early years.

---

The Original European Economic Community: An
Overview

The European Economic Community was created through the Treaty of Rome, signed on March 25,
1957, by six founding countries: Belgium, France, Italy, Luxembourg, the Netherlands, and West
Germany. These nations sought to integrate their economies in a manner that would reduce barriers



to trade, promote stability, and foster closer political ties—an ambitious plan that would eventually
reshape Europe’s geopolitical landscape.

At its inception, the EEC was envisioned as more than just a trade bloc; it was a strategic move
towards economic cohesion and shared prosperity. Over time, it grew to encompass more members,
but its core initial framework was characterized by specific features that distinguished it from other
regional agreements: most notably, its status as a customs union with a common external tariff and a
set of harmonized policies.

---

The EEC as a Customs Union

Definition and Significance of a Customs Union

A customs union is an agreement among a group of countries to remove tariffs, quotas, and
preferences on goods traded among themselves, while adopting a common external tariff (CET) on
imports from non-member countries. This arrangement promotes intra-bloc trade by eliminating
barriers and establishing a unified external trade policy.

The significance of the EEC’s status as a customs union cannot be overstated:

- Elimination of Internal Barriers: Member states agreed to abolish tariffs, quotas, and other trade
restrictions on goods moving between them, thereby creating a single market for goods.
- Common External Tariff: All member countries applied the same tariffs to non-member countries,
which strengthened bargaining power in international trade negotiations.
- Trade Facilitation and Economic Integration: By removing internal barriers, the EEC fostered
increased cross-border trade, investment, and economic interdependence among member states.

Implementation and Challenges

Implementing the customs union required coordinated policy-making and the establishment of
institutions such as the European Economic Community’s Customs Cooperation Council. It involved:

- Harmonizing customs procedures
- Establishing a unified tariff schedule
- Creating mechanisms for dispute resolution

However, challenges emerged, including differences in national industries’ competitiveness,
concerns over loss of sovereignty, and negotiations over tariff rates. Overcoming these hurdles was
vital to the success of the EEC’s broad integration goals.

---



The Twelve Member Countries of the EEC

Initially, the European Economic Community was founded by six countries, but over the years, the
number grew as more nations recognized the benefits of integration. The original twelve member
states, which joined over subsequent expansion phases, included:

1. Belgium
2. France
3. Italy
4. Luxembourg
5. Netherlands
6. West Germany (now Germany)
7. Denmark
8. Ireland
9. United Kingdom
10. Greece
11. Spain
12. Portugal

While the core founding members established the initial framework, the later members brought new
dynamics and challenges, influencing the EEC’s evolution.

A Closer Look at the Original Six
The core group—Belgium, France, Italy, Luxembourg, Netherlands, and West Germany—formed the
nucleus of the EEC. These countries shared several common features:

- Geographical proximity
- Post-war reconstruction ambitions
- Similar economic structures (industrialized and agricultural sectors)
- Political commitment to European integration

Expansion to Twelve
The inclusion of Denmark, Ireland, and the United Kingdom in 1973 marked the first expansion,
reflecting their economic interests and geopolitical considerations. Greece joined in 1981, followed
by Spain and Portugal in 1986, further broadening the scope of the EEC.

---

Key Features of the EEC’s Early Years

Common Policies and Harmonization Efforts

Beyond establishing a customs union, the EEC aimed for deeper integration through common
policies:

- Agricultural Policy: The Common Agricultural Policy (CAP) was among the earliest initiatives,



designed to stabilize agricultural markets and support farmers.
- Trade Policy: Unified negotiating stance in international trade talks.
- Transportation and Infrastructure: Coordinated efforts to improve cross-border infrastructure.
- Competition Policy: Preventing monopolies and promoting fair competition among member states.

Harmonization of standards, regulations, and policies was essential for creating a truly integrated
market.

Institutional Framework

The EEC’s governance was structured around several key institutions:

- European Commission: Responsible for proposing legislation and overseeing implementation.
- Council of Ministers: Comprising representatives from member states, making decisions
collectively.
- European Parliament: Initially with limited powers, but gradually gained influence.
- Court of Justice: Ensuring legal consistency and resolving disputes.

These institutions worked together to enforce the community’s regulations, policies, and
agreements, fostering a sense of shared governance.

---

Impact and Legacy of the EEC’s Initial Framework

The initial design of the EEC as a customs union with a broad set of common policies set the stage
for the European Union’s subsequent development. Its success in reducing intra-bloc trade barriers
and establishing a common external tariff created a stable foundation for economic growth.

The customs union model demonstrated the benefits of regional cooperation—enhanced bargaining
power, economic stability, and political unity. While challenges persisted—such as disparities among
member economies and evolving political priorities—the EEC’s early years proved that economic
integration could serve as a catalyst for broader political and social cohesion.

---

Conclusion

The European Economic Community's inception as a customs union with twelve member countries
represented a bold step toward economic integration and regional stability. Its foundational
principles—free trade among members, a common external tariff, and shared policies—created a
cohesive economic space that fostered growth and laid the groundwork for the modern European
Union.

Understanding this initial phase is crucial for appreciating how regional cooperation evolved from a



simple trade bloc into a comprehensive political and economic union. The EEC’s early focus on
harmonization and shared institutions exemplifies the importance of coordinated efforts in achieving
collective goals, serving as a model for regional integration worldwide.

As the EEC expanded and deepened its policies, it transformed Europe’s economic landscape,
demonstrating that collaboration and unity could overcome historical divisions and foster prosperity.
Its legacy endures in the continued pursuit of a more integrated, stable, and prosperous Europe.
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