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PREFACE 

This volume on commercial policy constitutes a part of a 
general programme of studies devoted to problems likely to 
prove important in connection with the formulation, now or 
later, of economic polices for the post-war world. 

In his Report on tke Work of tke League, 1941!42/ the Acting 
Secretary-General explains the principles on which this under
taking is being conducted. "If the objectives of the 'Atlantic 
Charter' that 'all the men in all the lands may live out their 
lives in freedom from fear and want' are to be realized, post-war 
policies must be thought out in advance and the lessons to be 
learnt from past experience must be learnt." In the execution of 
the programme of studies relating to post-war economic and 
financial problems, "three guiding principles are being kept con
stantly in mind. These principles may be briefly sumrt:~arized as 
follows: 

"(a) Every day is creating its to-morrow; the future must 
inevitably be built on the past. But before that building is 
planned and projected, we should ascertain what were the causes 
that led to failure-or success-in the recent past, learn and 
apply the lessons that may be deduced from the past. It is not 
sufficient to know the facts; we must know their causal relation
ships and be able to indicate, from the evidence of the past, not 
the final· objectives that must be the expression of collective 
human will, but the roads by which this or that objective may 
or may not be reached. 

"(b) Such evidence as to the past must itself be supported by 
. an adequate basis of fact, and the essential information should 

be so collated and analysed as to allow those responsible for the 
formulation of policy to frame their own judgment on them. 

1 League of Nations publication: General 1942. 1. 
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"(c) While the future that lies before us is :ei~ed, the core of 
the social and economic issues of that future IS hkely to be the 
problem of social security; we know, too,_ that inherent i_n the 
organization of modem society are dynamic forces ~o~duc!ve to 
instability. Two groups of such forces may b~ ~hstm~u1she~: 
those that lead to fluctuations in economic actiVIty With their 
train of depressions, stagnation and unemployment, and those 
that have their origin in demographic pressure or the demo
graphic pattern of society. The continued existence of these 
forces may be postulated and no social stability can be assu~ed 
until we have lea-rnt to deal with them. The means by wh1ch 
such control may be rendered effective must therefore constitute 
the central thread of all constructive thinking for the future and 
all policies must be considered in the light of their probable 
effect on economic stability, on demographic conditions, on social 
security." 

The League Economic and Financial Committees/ to whom a 
number of draft studies were submitted, recommended that when 
feasible, "the results of the Department's enquiries should be 
published and made available to all interested with the least 
possible delay." It has been thought well to begin with commer
cial policy and international trade. One volume, on E1trope' s 
Trade, has already been published and- a companion volume en
titled The Network of World Trade will be published simul
taneously with this p"amphlet. The purpose of the analysis of 
Europe's Trade is "to consider what was the part played by 
Europe in the trade of the world, how far Europe was dependent 
upon external markets and external markets dependent upon 
her, to estimate the importance to her of what, in the absence of 
a better term, is known as Empire trade, and to illustrate· the 
commercial and general economic interdependence of different 
parts of the continent." 

. The Ne~work o[ World T_rade is wider in scope and, although 
Jt ~e.als With SJ~·ular. que~tJOns regarding other geographical or 
poht1cal areas, 1s pnmanly concerned with the essential unity 
of world trade, with the specific pattern it had assumed and with 
the multilateral system by which all classes of international ac-

1 ~nomic .and Financial C?mmittees: Report to the Council on the work of 
the Jomt SCSSJon, Loudon, Aprrl 27th-May 1st· Princeton N J August 7th-8th 
1942. League of Nations publication, 1942. n: A. 4. ' • ., ' 
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counts were settled. Both of these volumes therefore fall under 
the second of the guiding principles explained in the Acting 
Secretary-General's report quoted above. But, while they are 
thus factual, statistical studies, from the facts summarized con
clusions are drawn. 

The purposes of the present study of commercial policy 
in the inter-war period are indicated in the introduction to Part 
II. They are to compare the commercial policies pursued by 
States in the inter-war period with the recommendations made 
by international conferences and committees, whether official or 
unofficial, to consider the reasons for the frequent discrepancy be
tween the policies recommended and the policies actually pur
sued and in general for the success or failure of the recommenda
tions made, and finally to draw from this twenty years experi
ence lessons that it is hoped may be of value for the future. 

The study falls into three parts; first, a simple historical 
record of the policies advocated and the policies pursued; sec
ondly, the analysis of the causes of the success or failure of inter
national action or proposals and, thirdly, a summary of 
conclusions. The first and second parts are self-contained. Those 
who have not the time or inclination to study the whole historical 
record will find the analysis of causes comprehensible without, 
or with but occasional, reference to it. The conclusions-neces
sarily tentative in character-on the other hand are based on 
the analysis contained in Part II and do not extend beyond 
the area of that analysis. As already stated, further conclusions 
based on supplementary evidence and relating to other aspects 
of commercial .policy and phenomena will be found in The Net
work of World Trade. 

League of Nations 
September, 1942. 

A. LovEDAY 
Director of the Economic, Financial, 

and Transit Department 
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CHAPTER I 

EQUITABLE TREATMENT AND THE REMOVAL OF 
ECONOMIC BARRIERS, 1918,..1921 

1. THE FouRTEEN PoiNTs, 1918. 

The third of President Wilson's Fourteen Points was "the 
removal so far as possible of all economic barriers and the estab
lishment of an equality of trade conditions among all the nations 
consenting to the Peace and associating themselves for its main
tenance". 

The latter of these propositions was explained to mean "no 
restriction upon the free determination by any nation of its own 
economic policy, but only that, whatever tariff any nation might 
deem necessary for its own economic service, be that tariff high 
or low, it should apply equally to all foreign nations."1 

. Discriminating tariffs had been a feature of the commercial 
policies of France, Germany and other European States prior to 
1914 and, during the war, both groups of belligerents had formu
lated programmes implying the continuation of restrictions and 
discriminations against enemy countries after hostilities had 
come to an end (Vienna Declaration 1916: Resolutions of the 
Allied Economic Conference, Paris, 1916). 

2. THE CovENANT oF THE LEAGUE oF NATIONs, 1919. 

In the course of drafting the League Covenant, the question 
of inserting a clause guaranteeing "equality of trade conditions" 
was ]ong considered. The United States Delegation put forward 
a draft declaration on the subject, to be adopted by all Members 
of the League as an annex to the Covenant; the United Kingdom 
Delegation submitted a draft convention guaranteeing "just 
treatment for the commerce of all Members of the League."2 

Agreement was finally reached on a clause weaker than these 

1 President Wilson to Senator Simmons, October 1918. Quoted in History of tht 
· Ptaet Conftrtnet of Paris, H. W. V. Temperley. London, 1921. Volume V, page 61. 

2 See D. Hunter Miller, Tht Drafting of tht CoOJtnant, New York, 1928, Vol
ume II. 
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drafts both in form and substance and qualified by a limitation 
designed to meet the apprehensions of France and certain other 
European allied countries.1 This clause, which appears as part of · 
Article 23 of the Covenant, reads as follows: 

"Subject to and in accordance with the provisions of inter
national conventions existing or hereafter to be agreed upon, 
the Members of ·the League: 

"(e) will make provision to secure and maintain equit
able treatment for the commerce of all Members of the 
League. In this connection, the special necessities of the re
gions devastated during the war shall be borne in mind." 
Under another article of the Covenant {Article 22), "equal 

opportunities for the trade and commerce of other Members of 
the League" were guaranteed in the principal categories (A and 
B) of mandated territories. The application of this guarantee, 
inserted in the various Mandate Charters subsequently drawn 
up, was placed under the supervision of the Mandates Commis
sion of the League. 

The question of securing agreement in regard to the "removal 
of economic barriers" was never considered at the Paris Confer
ence. In the. great majority of countries represented, there was 
no disposition at that time to limii: national freedom of action in 
regard to trade policy. A high protectionist tendency, moreover, 
was widespread and strong, not least in the United States. 
3. THE PEACE TREATIES, 1919. 

The Peace Treaties contained numerous provisions affecting 
the commercial policy of defeated Powers and c~rtain newly cre
ated States. These provisions were mostly of short currency, in 
no case exceeding five years. The most important were the uni
lateral undertakings given by Germany, Austria, Hungary and 
Bulgaria to grant the Allied and Associated Powers, for 5 years 
in the case of Germany and 3 years in the case of the others, 
unconditional most-favoured-nation treatment. 

In reply to a protest by the German Government, the Allied 
~nd Asso~iat~d Powers expressed their own intention to "bring 
mto apphcat10n when the world returns to normal conditions" 

1 For the various stages in the fading-out of President Wilson's original pro
posals, cf. William E. Rappard; Po1t-1Yar E/fortJ for Frttr Trade, 1938. 
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the principals laid down by President Wilson and emb~died in 
Article 23 e) of the Covenant.1 (See Chapter V, §3 below on the 
Most-Favoured-Nation Clause.) · 

Austria and Hungary were permitted {Treaties of St. Germain 
and Trianon) to enter into a special customs regime with each 
other and/or Czechoslovakia for a period not exceeding 5 years. 
This clause remained a dead letter. Between 1922 and 1925 the 
League Economic Committee endeavoured without success to 
bring about limited preferential agreements betwee.n Austria and 
some of her neighbours; negotiations for this purpose between 
Austria and Czechoslovakia in the latter year came to nothing. 

The Minorities Treaties concluded with Poland, the Serb
Croat-Siovene Kingdom, Czechoslovakia, Roumania, and Greece 
contained a clause under which the country concerned undertook 
to take action which might "prevent her from joining in any 
general agreement for the equitable treatment of the commerce 
of other States that may be concluded under the auspices of the 
League of Nations within 5 years of the coming into force of the 
present Treaty" and to "extend to all the Allied and Associated • 
States any favours or privileges in customs matters which she 
may grant during the same period of 5 years to any State with 
which since August 1914 the Allies have been at war or to any 
State which may have concluded with Austria special customs 
arrangements as provided for in the Treaty of Peace to be con
cluded with Austria."2 

Apart from a prohibition on the raising of certain conventional 
duties for 3 years, Germany was at liberty to modify her tariff 
six' months after the coming into force of the Treaty of Versailles. 

4. THE SuPREME EcoNoMIC CouNCIL, 1920. 

The first practical step to be taken towards restoring inter
national trade after the War was the demobilisation of war-time 
controls-exchange controls and prohibitions on imports and ex
ports. Outside Europe and in several European countries, includ
ing the United Kingdom, the Netherlands, Belgium and the 
Scandinavian countries, such controls had been very largely re-

t Reply of the Allied and Associated Powers to the Observation of the German 
Delegation on the Conditions of Peace, Part X. 1. Misc. No. 4. 1919. pp. 42·3. 
Cmd. 258. 

2 Text taken from the Treaty with Poland, 
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moved by the end of 1919. In other European countries, the re
turn to relatively unrestricted trading conditions was somewhat 
slower. In Italy and Spain substantial lists remained in force 
even after the introduction of new and higher tariffs in 1921 and 
1922 respectively. In France, quantitative restrictions were in 
principle abandoned in 1919, but long lists remained; these were 
added to in 1920 and 1922. Switzerland, after demobilizing most 
of its war-time measures, re-introduced a permit system for nu
merous imports in 1921. 

But the core of the problem lay in Central and South Eastern 
Europe, where trade had practically ceased by the end of the 
war and was only gradually resumed, first on the basis of inter
governmental barter, then on that of general prohibitions modi
fied by licence. Government import and export monopolies, 
more or less severe currency restrictions and export duties on 
farm products were also the rule. 

In March 1920, the Supreme Economic Council recommended 
tnat 

• 
"States which have been created or enlarged as a result of 
the war should at once re-establish full and friendly co
operation and arrange for the unrestricted interchange of 
commodities in order that the essential unity of European 
economic life may not be impaired by the erection of arti-
fical economic barriers." · 

5. THE BRussELs FINANCIAL CoNFERENCE, 1920. 

In October of the same year the Brussels Financial Conference, 
the first international Conference called by the League of N a
tions, specifically endorsed the above recommendation of the 
Supreme Economic Council, adding that 

"Each country should a~m at the progressive restoration of 
that freedom of commerce which prevailed before the war 
including the withdrawal of artificial restrictions on anJ· 
discriminations of price against, external trade." ' 

The Conference considered that "commerce should as soon as 
possible be freed from control and impediments to international 
trade removed" and that "attempts to limit fluctuations in ex-
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change by imposing artificial control on exchange operations are 
futile and mischievous." 

It emphasized that "the first condition for the resumption of 
international trade is the restoration of real peace, the conclusion 
of the wars that are still being waged, and the assured main
tenance of peace for the future." 

Among the specific reforms toward which the Conference 
recommended that the League's activities should be directed 
were the Assimilation of Laws relating to Bills of Exchange and 
Bills of Lading and the Suppression of Double Taxation. 

The preparation of an international code relating to Bills of 
Lading was undertaken by the International Chamber of Com
merce, the International Maritime Committee and the Inter
national Law Association; a draft set of rules, known as the 
Hague rules, was drawn up at a conference of the latter body in 
1921 and formed the basis of an international Convention con
cluded as a result of two diplomatic conferences which met at 
Brussels in 1922 and 1923. 

Regarding the work on Bills of Exchange and Double Tax
ation, see Chapter III, § 3 below. 

6. THE PoRTOROSE CoNFERENCE, 1921. 

In 1921, the Succession States of the Austro-Hungarian Em
pire signed a Protocol at Portorose the first article of which read 
as follows: 1 

"The governments .... shall as soon as possible take the 
steps necessary to re-establish freedom of imports and ex
ports in the relations between their several countries. In 
any case, they shall abolish all import prohibitions and re
strictions on July 1st 1922 at the latest and shall before that 
date make arrangements among themselves to fix, by com
mon consent, a date whereon all export prohibitions, con
trols, or other restrictions affecting the exportation of any 
merchandise shall be abolished. It is agreed, moreover, to 
avoid customs legislation which would establish customs 
duties or other taxes equivalent to actual export or import 
prohibitions." 

1 International Conciliation, No. 176. July, 19ZZ. 
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The Signatories further agreed (Article 2) to enter into negoti
ations for the purpose of concluding commercial treaties "based, 
in principle, on commercial freedom," to issue no new prohibi
tions pending the complete abolition of the system and to grant 
one another most favored nation treatment in regard to the 
general conditions under which licences were issued. 

It should be noted that, in this part of Europe, the whole 
pre-war commercial treaty system had been shattered, with the 
result that 1) the application of maximum duties was the rule 
rather than-as in pre-war days-the exception, 2) the legal 
protection against tariff discrimination embodied in the most
favored-nation clause had disappeared and 3) trade was exposed 
to uncertainties as regards not only tariff rates but also nu
merous formalities and regulations normally covered by com
mercial treaties. 

The Portorose Protocol was not ratified by any of its Signa
tories nor can any substantial progress, along the lines that had 
been agreed upon, be recorded for several years. (See Chapter 
III, § 1 and IV, § 2 below). 

7. THE CouNCIL AND THE AssEMBLY OF THE LEAGUE OF NATIONS, 

1921. (RAw MATERIALS PRoBLEM.) 

By 1920, the scarcity of raw materials had become an inter
national problem of the first magnitude. Action in one form or 
another by the League of Nations was widely demanded and 
specific appeals were made to it by various bodies, including the 
Governing Body of the International Labour Office, the Inter
national Federation of Trade Unions, the International Miners' 
Congress, and the International Parliamentary Commercial Con
ference. 

At the instance of the Italian representative, the Council of 
the League (Tenth Session, October 1920), requested the newly
formed Economic Committee of the League to study and report 
on (1) the extent and nature of the requirements of countries 
which were experiencing difficulties in obtaining raw materials 
and (2) the causes of those difficulties. 

The Committee, in its report to the Council of September 1921, 
reached the general conclusion that an international control of 
the distribution of raw materials (such as had been proposed by 
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Italy both at the Peace Conference and before the League Coun
cil and Assembly) was impracticable; and emphasized that a 
solution of the difficulties which many countries were experi
encing should be sought mainly in greater freedom of world 
trade.1 The Council (Fourteenth Session) commended to the 
consideration of Members of the League the conclusions of the 
report "especially those calling attention to the effects that may 
be produced by artificial restrictions and duties on the export of 
essential raw materials on the economic life of other countries." 

A resolution in similar terms was adopted a few days later by 
the League Assembly (Second Session). 

While the above enquiries were in progress, the general situ
ation in rcgarC:I to raw materials completely changed, scarcity 
being replaced by glut. 

For later recommendations and action, see Chapters II, §I 
(Genoa Conference), III, §2 (Prohibitions Conferences), IV 
(World Economic Conference), VIII, §3 (The Raw Materials 
£nquiry, 1936-37). · 

8. THE INTERNATIONAL CHAMBER OF CoMMERCE, 1921. 

The level of tariffs, to which no direct reference was made by 
any important official body except the Portorose Conference in 
the early post-Armistice period, was the subject of the following 
resolution of the London Congress of the International Chamber 
of Commerce, 1921: . 

"While it is recognized that each nation has the right to 
protect its industries by means of customs tariffs against the 
unequal conditions of foreign production and exchange, 

"The London Congress specifically draws the attention 
of the various Governments to the importance of making 
such tariffs moderate, in order to avoid the erection between 
peoples of barriers which are obstacles to peace and the 
progress of civilization." 
I League of Nations document C. St. M. 18 1922. II. 



CHAPTER II 

THE GENOA CONFERENCE AND THE EARl\ WORK 
OF THE LEAGUE OF NATIONS, 1922-1925 

1. THE GENOA CoNFERENcE, MAY 1922. 

This Conference was convened by the Supreme Council under 
a resolution adopted in January 1922 (Cannes Conference) 
which contained the following statement: 

"A united effort by the stronger Powers is necessary to 
remedy the paralysis of" the European system. This effort 
must include the removal of all obstacles in the way of trade, 
and the provision of substantial credits for the weaker coun
tries and co-operation of all nations in the restoration of 
normal prosperity." 

The recommendations regarding commercial policy may be 
summarised as follows: 

a) "The removal of obstacles created by instability in ad
ministrative and legal measures"; 

b) The publication of tariffs and efforts to render the 
nomenclature of tariffs as comparable as possible; 

c) Tariffs to be made so far as possible applicable over sub
stantial periods of time; "the practice of frequent modi
fication for the purpose of economic warfare", the Con
ference declared, "should be entirely abandoned"; 

d) No duties, except purely fiscal duties, to be levied upon 
the export of raw materials; such duties, where they con
tinue to exist, to be non-discriminatory; 

e) The progressive suppression of import and export pro
hibitions, which "constitute at the present time one of 
t~e grav~st obstacles to international trade"; the \imita
tiOn of Imports, where desired, to be "effected by the 
medium of customs duties"; 



-23-

f) The resumption of commercial relations on a basis of 
commercial treaties, "resting, on the one hand, upon a 
system of reciprocity adapted to special circumstances, 
and containing, on the other hand, so far as p~ssible, the 
Most-Favoured-Nation clause." 1 

The Conference recorded that the. general adoption of most
favoured-nation treatment was the goal aimed at by the majority 
of the participating States. 

These resolutions were, it will be observed, less ambitious and 
radical than, for instance, the peace treaties as regards Austria, 
or the Portorose Conference; but like those adopted at Brussels, 
they were concerned with exactly those problems which were 
the centre of commercial -policy controversy during the next 
eighteen years. A good deal was accomplished as regards the 
first point, and as regards the publicity of tariffs and, later, 
tariff nomenclature. The Economic Committee repeated the 
Conference's denunciation of tariff instability, urging that 
"changes in rates and classifications should be effected as seldom 
as possible and only when they are necessitated by the essential 
economic needs of the country."2 The position in this respect 
improved somewhat with the restoration of currency stability, 
but was still serious at the time of the World Economic Confer
ence of 1927. Substantial progress was made up to 1930 in 
liberating the trade in raw materials, in removing prohibitions, 
and in extending the operation of the most-favoured-nation 
clause; commercial treaties were gradually re-established, though 
on a short-term basis. After 1930 progress in all these directions 
ceased and there was a general reversal of policy. 

In portraying these achievements and failures we can most 
conveniently begin by sketching the work of the Economic Com
mittee of the League after 1922. 

The League was requested by the Genoa Conference (i) to 
study dumping and differential prices, (ii) to continue its 
examination of methods of safeguarding the validity of arbitra
tion clauses in commercial contracts, and (iii) to facilitate the 
execution of the resolutions regarding the publication of tariffs 
and the unification of customs nomenclature. On dumping and 

1 France and Spain abstaining. France had abandon•d M. F. N. under law of 
1919. 

2 League of Nations Official Journal, November 1922 I'• 1403. 
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differential prices, no international action was attempted, but 
the wider price differentials gradually disappeared as currencies 
were stabilized. This failure to treat the problem of price adjust
ments as a general international issue was a fact of the utmost 
importance in the years that. followed. 

2. WoRK oF THE EcoNOMIC CoMMITTEE oN "EQUITABLE TREAT-

MENT": CusToMs FoRMALITIES, UNFAIR CoMPETITION, 

TREATMENT OF FoREIGNERS, UNJUST DISCRIMINATION. 

The idea current at the Peace Conference of dealing with the 
many-sided problems of "equitable treatment" simultaneously 
by means of a general convention (see especially Chapter I, §3, 
above) was quickly abandoned. At the Barcelona Conference of 
March 1921-which made a notable contribution towards secur
ing the first objective of Article 23 e) of the Covenant, namely 
the freedom of communications and transit-a memorial signed 
by the representatives of twenty-~wo States asked that "the 
attention of the Council and the Assembly of the League of 
Nations be called to the desirability of defining as soon as possi
ble such principles as would assure equitable treatment of com
merce." 

The question was considered at the next session of the League 
Assembly and the Economic Committee was instructed to "con
sider and report on the meaning and scope of the provisions relat
ing to the equitable treatment of commerce contained in Article 
23 e) of the Covenant" ... and to pursue its work ... in the 
manner best calculated to facilitate the earliest and most general 
application" of that principle. 

This instruction reflected the view which had been so notice
able at the Peace Conference, that if Commerce were treated 
wit!). equity, all would be well. International Conferences at this 
period wer~ strangely reticent about the special economic prob
lems to which the war (and the peace) had given rise, and when 
reference to such . problems was made, it was almost always in 
t~rms of ab~tentwn from action (abolition of control, etc.), 
rarely of action. 

The Economic Committee reported in March 1922 that "in 
view of the wide divergencies of opinion between different States 
especially as to the conditions which would justify special treat~ 
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ment, they see no reasonable prospect in existing circumstances, 
particularly in view of the disorder in the currencies and the 
disorganization of the international exchanges, of arriving at a 
general international convention covering the subject as a 
whole .... 

"The Committee therefore are of opinion that the most hope
ful method of making useful progress at present is to explore 
separately certain branches of the subject which appear to offer 
the best prospects of securing international agreement."1 They 
consioered that while certain matters might form the subject of 
international agreements, others might better be advanced by 
bilateral or regional arrangements. 

An important gloss was placed on the terms of Article 23 e) 
to the effect that the reference to the "commerce of Members of 
the League" gave no countenance, in the opinion of the Commit
, tee, to discriminate as between Members and non-Members as 
such. This position has been consistently maintained. 

Practices violating the principle of equitable treatment, in re
gard to which there seemed to be some prospect of reaching 
general agreement, were grouped by the Economic Committee un
der the following headings: 

Excessive, arbitrary or unjust custom formalities. 
Unjust or oppressive treatment of foreign nationals, firms, 
and companies. 
Unfair competition by means of fraudulent trade practices. 
Unjust discrimination against the commerce of any State. 

It will be observed that in accordance with its instru~tions, 
the Committee at this stage devoted its attention to a narrower 
field of subjects than the Genoa Conference, but at the same 
time enlarged greatly on the first of the major questions raised 
by that Conference. It is both logically and historically con
venient to consider these four equity points first. 

(a) Customs Formalities. 
The Committee considered "excessive, arbitrary or unjust 

customs formalities" as amongst the most serious of the admin
istrative impediments to trade to which the Genoa Conference 
had referred. 

1 League of Nations, Official Journal, June 1922, p. 62S. 
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A diplomatic conference called by the League in October 1923 
resulted in the conclusion of an International Convention, based 
on a draft worked out by the Economic Committee in consulta
tion with national customs administrations and the International 
Chamber of Commerce. 

This Convention, which came into force in 1924 and was rati
fied by over 30 States1 (see Annex), provided: 

(a) for the publication of customs regulations in simple and 
accessible form and the immediate publication of changes in 
tariffs or formalities; 

(b) for the simplification of rules and procedure; 
(c) for greater expedition in the application of regulations; 
(d) that formalities should not be used for purposes of dis-

crimination; 
(e) for appropriate redress; 

The Parties bound themselves to reduce "as soon as circum
stances permit" their export and import prohibitions and 
restrictions to the smallest possible number (see Chapter III 
below) and where a licencing system was maintained, to observe 
the above principles. 

Greater facilities for commercial travellers were guaranteed 
(e. g. the abolition, except in special circumstances, of consular 
visas) and the formalities regarding "certificates of origin" of 
goods simplified. 

The simplification of formalities relating to the passage of 
goods through the Customs, the examination of travellers' lug
gage and the regime of goods in bond was recommended. 

Reporting in 1927, the Economic Committee referred to the 
"striking progress which has been made under the influence of 
the Convention both as regards the clauses which have a binding 
character and those which are merely in the nature of recom
mendations .... The Geneva Convention has been attended with 
the most fortunate results." 

1 ~ut h>; the J?anu~ian and Eastern European States (except Austria and Rou
mam~ wh1ch ratified 1R 192~ and 1925 respectively) only after several years. For 
tech meal ~easons, • ~o Amencan State except Rrazil has ratified the Convention. 
Many of !ts proviSio!'s.. however, were embodied in the Recommendations of the 
Pan-Amencan Com'!JISSlOO ?" Customs Procedure and Port Formalities, November 
1929, and f?und theu way mto the Laws and Regulations of several of the Ameri
can Repubhcs. 
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On the other hand, the second recommendation made by the 
Genoa Conference (Tariff nomenclature) was not given serious 
study until after the World Economic Conference of 1927 (see 
Chapter V, §2, C.) 

(b) Treatment of Foreign Nationals and Enterprises. 

In 1923, the Economic Committee drew up a series of recom
mendations,1 for adoption through autonomous action or bilateral 
agreements, regarding the principles on which the treatment of 
foreign persons and companies should be based, with a view to 
removing legal disabilities and obviating fiscal discrimination. A 
second series of recommendations2 in 1925 dealt with the condi
tions under which foreigners legally domiciled in a country should 
be admitted to carry on a profession or occupation. 

Both series of recommendations and a draft international 
agreement drawn up by the International Chamber of Cgmmerce 
were considered by the World Economic Conference of 1927, 
which recommended the summoning of a diplomatic conference 
with a view to concluding an international convention on the 
subject. 

The Conference, held in 1929, failed to reach agreement, the 
majority of States represented being unwilling sub~tantially to 
liberalize their existing legislation, while States practising a 
liberal regime refused to sign any instrument that would c.onsti
tute a retrogression. That the conclusion of a Convention on 
the subject would constitute a vital element in the movement 
towards greater freedom of trade was emphasized by the 1930 
Assembly and the Tariff Truce Conference (see Chapter VI be
low). The 1929 draft was used as a basis in various bilateral and 
regional agreements (Ouchy, 1932, the Hague, 1937); but no 
general Convention was ever concluded. 

(c) Unfair Competition. 
The Committee· took the view that the existing international 

agreements relating to unfair competition3 (i. e., the improper 

1 T.eogue of Nations document A. tt. 1923. IT. 
2 T.eo.;ue of Nations document C. 309 (1) M. 114. 1925. Tl. 

3 a) Industrial Property Convention, Paris 1883, amended Brussels 1901, "'ash-
inJ:ton 1911. · · 

b) The Madrid Arrangement for the Prevention of False Indication of Origin 
on Goods, amended Washington 1911. 
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use of trade-marks or indications of geographical or commercial 
origin, or the false description of goods) were inadequate be
cause: 

a) many important States were not Parties; 
b) the specific ,practices constituting ''unfair competition" 

were not clearly defined; 
c) the procedures for obtaining redress were defective. A draft 

worked out by the Committee formed the basis of a revised 
International Convention for the Protection of Industrial Prop
erty which was adopted at the Hague in 1925 under the auspices 
of the Industrial Property Union and brought into force in 
some 25 States and territories. The international regime for the 
Protection of Industrial Property was further extended as a 
result of a diplomatic conference h~ld in 1934. 

(d) U njwt Discrimination. 

The Economic Committee reported to the 1922 Assembly1 that 
"in view of the wide divergencies of opinion between different 
States as to the fundamental principles of tariff and Commercial 
policy, and the importance which many of these States attach to 
preserving their full autonomy in such matters, and also in view 
of the present instability of economic conditions in the world 
and the disorganization of the exchanges, they have so far been 
unable to arrive at any generally acceptable body of detached 
doctrine on the subject .... " In the circumstances, the Commit
tee confined itself to expressing the hope that the principles em
bodied in the Genoa resolutions would receive the widest possible 
application. (See discussion of M.F.N. below, Chapters IV, §3d 
and V, §3). 

The question of discrimination against a particular State was 
raised by the U.S.S.R. in an abortive proposal for a "Pact of 
Economic Non-Agression" submitted to the Commission of En
quiry for European Union in 1932 and the Monetary and 
Economic Conference of 1933. 

1 Rel!ort to the Assembly from the Economic and Financial Organisation League 
of Nations document A. 59. 1922. II. . ' 
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3. OTHER WoRK AIMED AT IMPROVING THE BAsEs oF TRADE: 

CoMMERCIAL ARBITRATION, BILLs oF ExcHANGE, DouBLE 

TAXATION. 

While the instability of exchanges and other factors made any 
substantial progress with tariff policy difficult and delayed the 
removal of quantitative restrictions on trade, League Commit
tees were engaged in preparing the ground for an improvement 
in the legal and fiscal bases of trade. 

(a) Commercial Arbitration. 

One of the first tasks undertaken by the International Cham
ber of Commerce,• and one of its most striking early achieve
ments, was the creation of an International Court of Commercial 
Arbitration, which provided for conciliation and various forms 
of arbitration to suit the needs and traditions of traders from all · 
countries. It was essential to the efficient functioning of this 
system that the validity of arbitration clauses in commercial con
tracts between parties in different countries should be recognized 
by national courts al'\d in 1922 the Economic Committee was 
urged to attempt to bring about an inter-Governmental Agree
ment for this purpose. A Protocol, worked out by the Commit
tee, was approved by the League Assembly in 1923 and opened 
to signature. 

This Protocol was completed by a Convention, opened for 
signature in 1927, binding the .Parties to ensure the execution of 
arbitral awards given outside their own territory. 

The Protocol on arbitration clauses entered into force in July· 
1924, and has been ratified by some 30 States as well as colonies, 
protectorates, etc.; the Convention on th~ Execution of Foreign 
Arbitral Awards entered into force in July 1929 and has secured 
some 25 ratifications. (See Annex). 

(b) Bills of Exchange 

The Brussels Conference and The International Chamber of 
Commerce (1921) pressed for the resumption of work on the 
unification of laws relating to bills of exchange, which had been 
the subject of a still-born international convention concluded at 
the Hague in 1912. 
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The Economic Committee came to the conclusion that the 
deep-lying difference between "Anglo-Saxon Law" and "Con
tinental Law" and the varieties of systems within the latter, 
made the establishment of a common system impossible. Fur
ther efforts were made from 1925 onwards along the lines of a 
progressive assimilation of national legislations, particularly_ of 
those of the Continental type; these efforts led to the convenmg 
by the League of a diplomatic conference in 1930, at which a 
Convention providing a Uniform Law for Bills of Exchange and 
Promissory Notes, a Convention providing for the Settlement of 
Conflicts of Laws, and a Convention on Stamp Laws were con
cluded. A further Conference in 1931 led to the conclusion of 
three similar Conventions relating to Cheques. All these instru
ments have been brought into force. (See Annex). 

(c) Double Taxation 

Mention must be made, lastly, of the effect given to recom
mendations by the Brussels Conference and successive Confer
ences of the International Chamber of Commerce regarding the 
elimination of double taxation-a question which, if not within 
the competence of Ministries of Commerce, is nevertheless of the 
first importance for international commercial relationships. In
vestigations begun in 1921 led, in 1927, to the drafting of a series 
of model conventions, each dealing with a distinct group of taxes. 
After consideration by a general meeting of Government repre
sentatives in Geneva in 1928, these models were submitted to 
Governments, who were invited to use them when conducting bi
lateral negotiations with other countries. This procedure was 
deliberately adopted in preference to an attempt to secure the 
adoption of the League models by multilateral convention and 
the decision proved a wise one. Between 1929 and 1939 some 
hundred bilateral agreements for the elimination of double taxa
tion, based very largely on these League models, wer.e concluded. 

• • • 
On. all these questions, customs formalities, protection of in

dustnal property, commercial arbitration bills of exchange 
double taxation, an~ I.ater customs nomencla~ure, questions which 
related to the admm1strative anrl legal basis of trade, it proved 
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relatively easy to make progress once an international machinery 
under the League had been established. But the Brussels Con
ference, the Conference of Portorose, the Genoa Conference, and 
the Assembly of the League itself wen~ primarily concerned with 
government policies directly affecting the free passage of goods 
from one country to another, with prohibitions and quantitative 
regulations, with tariff policy, with the M.F.N. Clause. 

Wth varying emphasis but striking unanimity,1 those bodies, 
whose views were shared by the International Chamber of Com..: 
merce, insisted on a few simple principles of policy, the most 
important of which were: 

(a) In general, the restoration of that freedom of commerce 
that had existed before the war; 

(b) Specifically, the abolition of prohibitions and quantitative 
restrictions on trade; 

(c) The suppression of commercial warfare; 
(d) The stabilization of tariff rates and classifications; 
(e) The conclusion of long term commercial treaties; 
(f) The incorporation in them of full M.F.N. conditions. 

Clearly the first step, towards carrying out these recommenda-
tions was to remove quantitative controls. 

I See, however, footnoee on page 23. 



CHAPTER III 

INTERNATIONAL EFFORTS TO SECURE THE 
REMOVAL OF PROHIBITIONS AND RESTRICTIONS, 

1924-1930 

1. THE PARTIAL RESTORATION OF "LIBERTY OF TRADING" IN THE 

EARLY TwENTIES. 

The maintenance of abnormal restrictions on trade in the early 
post-war years had been primarily due to the scarcity of foo.d
stuffs and raw materials and the more protracted currency dis
organization. Dumping- especially exchange-dumping- had 
been responsible for the quantitative restrictions on imports in 
several countries;. exchange control was the natural-defense of 

' countries with fluctuating currencies and in a weak financial 
position. 

With the passing of such conditions and as governments were 
able to evolve a commercial policy, exchange controls were 
abandoned' and prohibitions and restrictions tended to be gradu
ally replaced by higher tariffs. 

In two countries whose economic and financial position had 
been especially precarious-Austria and Hungary-the restora
tion of "liberty of trading" was due in no small measure to the 
direct influence of League organs. In accordance with a recom
mendation of the Financial Committee, Hungary abolished her 
whole system of export and import prohibitions in the course of 
1924. Austria re-established free dealings in foreign exchanges · 
in March 1925 under the terms of an Agreement approved by the 
League Council six months earlier. 

The year 1925 brought the abolition of the licencing system 
in Germany, with the recovery of full tariff autonomy, but it 
also brought the re-introduction of import prohibitions in Poland, 
owing, it was stated, to the necessty of combating currency in
stability and to the absence of a spirit of reciprocity in other 

• I Even .in 1927, however, certa!n measures of foreign exchange control remained 
m force m Poland, Greece, Spam, France, Bulgaria, Yugoslavia Czechoslovakia 
and Italy. ' 
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countries.1 The decontrol movement was accordingly uneven; 
there remained, moreover, in many· countries a hard core of pro
hibitions and quantitative restrictions which it was extremely 
difficult to eradicate. It was against· this central core that the· 
efforts of the International Conferences of 1927-29 were mainly 
directed. 

2. THE PRoHIBITIONS CoNFERENCEs oF 1927-1929 AND THE FAIL

URE 0~ THE INTERNATIONAL CONVENTION OF 1927. 

The Economic Committee was instructed by the Assembly in 
1924 to "consider the possibility and expediency" of an inter
national agreement with a view to the final suppression of pro
hibitions and restrictions. The Assembly added that "provisions 
relating to the vital interests of States shall not be affected." 

Prolonged study by the Economic Committee, which consulted 
both Governments and private expert bodies (more particularly 
the International Chamber) 2 led to· the summoning of a diplo-· 
matic conference at Geneva in October 1927. 

Twenty-nine States, including the United States, the United 
Kingdom, France, Germany, Italy and Japan, adopted an Inter
national Convention, based on a draft worked out by the Eco
nomic Committee, the main provisions of which were as follows: 

The Parties undertook, subject to certain exceptions, "to 
abolish within a period of six months all import and export pro
hibitions or restrictions and not thereafter to impose any such 
prohibitions or restrictions" (Article 2). 

Regulations regarding the manner~ form or place of importa
tion or exportation, or other formalities or conditions "shall not 
be made a means of disguised prohibition or arbitrary restric
tion" (Article 3) . 

. The following prohibitions and restrictions were excepted, "on 
condition, however, that they are not. applied in such a manner 
as to constitute a means of arbitrary: discrimination ..... or a· 
dis11:uised restriction on international trade":· those· r~lating to· 
puqlic .services and traffic. in arms and inun:itions; those imposed. 

1 Proceedings of ·the International Conference for the Abolition of Pro~ibitions 
and Restrictions, League of Nations, Geneva, 1928. ~tatement by the Pohsh rep~ 
resentative, p. 6S. · · · · · 

z Note also the recommendations by the World Economic Conference (see Chap· 
ter IV, § 3). · ·· · · : · .. • '· '· ' 
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on moral or humanitarian grounds, for the protection of ~ublic 
health or protection of animals and plants, for the protection of 
national treasures; those applicable to gold, silver coins, note~ or 
securities· those which extend to foreign products the reg1me 
applicabl~ to domestic products and those which apply to 
products under State or State controlled monopoly (Article 4). 

The Parties reserved the right to adopt prohibitions or restric
tions "for the purpose of protecting, in extraordinary and ab
normal circumstances, the vital interests of the country." Should 
such measures be adopted "they shall be applied in such a man
ner as not to lead to any arbitrary discrimination" (Article 5). 

With a view to eliminating a disguised form of protection, the 
Conference recommended (Final Act) the League Council to 
take up the question of restrictions imposed for the prevention 
of diseases of animals and plants. (See Chapter VIII, §2 below.) 
It also observed that prohibitions and restrictions ought not to 
be replaced by excessive duties. · 

Various temporary exceptions and the submission of claims 
for further exceptions within a given period (Article 6) were 
allowed. 
. A second conference should deal with these supplementary 
claims and settle the conditions for the coming into force of the 
Convention (Article 17). 

A second Conference met in June 1928: certain reservations 
were withdrawn and additional reservations accepted and em
bodied in a Supplementary Agreement. It was decided that the 
Convention thus amended would come into force, if ratified by 
18 States before September 30th, 1929. -

By that date, however, only 17 ratifications had been de
posited,! some pf which were made conditional on those of Poland 
and Czechoslovakia, which had not adhered. At a third Con
ferenc~, in December 1929, the contingent accession of Czecho
slovakia w~s secured; but Poland finally refused to ratify owing 
to reser:r~tlOns .made by Germany regarding trade in certain 
commod1t1es wh1ch Poland considered essential to her economic 
life, .and the majority of ratifici!tions consequently lapsed. By 
spec1al arrange.ment, the Convention was brought into force on a 
short-term bas1s from January 1st, 1930, by a few States in which. 

1 This figure was subsequently raised to 21. 
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in fact, only exceptional prohibitions existed-Denmark, the 
United Kingdom, Japan, the Netherlands, Norway, Portugal and 
the United States. By the middle of 1934 it had been denounced 
by them all. 

Unsuccessful efforts were made to revive the Convention in 
the course of the Tariff Truce Conferences of 1930131 (Chapter 
VI, §2b below) and at the Montevideo Conference of December 
1933, which resolved: 

"that the Governments of the American Republics at the 
earliest possible date will simultaneously initiate between 
themselves negotiations for the conclusion of bilateral or 
multilateral agreements for the removal of prohibitions and 
restrictions. As part of this undertaking, they will revive 
and revise the Convention of 1927 or agree on a new Con
vention . .. " 

For some years after 1927, the process of reducing lists of 
prohibited articles was continued. But from 1931 onwards, the 
problem of quantitative trade restrictions reappeared in a new 
and alarming form. {See Chapter VI, §1 below.) 

3. INTERNATIONAL AGREEMENTS ON THE EXPORT OF HIDES, SKINS 
AND BoNEs, 1928 AND 1929. 

Reservations regarding the export of hides and skins and 
bones, put forward by several countries, led to a series of con
ferences in 1928 and 1929, at which a joint renunciation of pro
hibitions and limitation of export duties on these articles was 
achieved. The agreements,. signed by 18 States, entered into 
force in October 1929. {See Annex.) 



CHAPTER IV 

THE WORLD ECONOMIC CONFERENCE, MAY 1927 

1. THE EcoNOMIC AND PoLITICAL BACKGROUND. 

The failure to obtain common agreement about the abolition 
of prohibitions meant that the ground was never completely 
cleared for tariff discussions. But this failure could not be fore
seen when these discussions were initiated. Indeed when the 
League Assembly, in September 1925, decided to convene a 
World Economic Conference, real peace seemed at last in sight 
in Europe and a real chance of carrying out the policies which 
had been advocated. The Dawes Plan had assuaged die long
drawn-out reparations conflict; Franco-German cooperation 
was shortly to be consolidated by the Locarno Treaties and the 
entry of Germany into the League of Nations. · 

The national financial difficulties of the post-war years had 
been largely overcome. The restoration of German economic 
life with the help of foreign loans was rapidly progressing and 
the financial reconstruction schemes in Austria and Hungary 
were apparently working out according to plan. The gold or 
gold-exchange standard was operating over the greater part of 
Europe (although Italy, France and Belgium were still suffering 
from currency disorder) ; the United Kingdom, after years of 
deflationary effort, had, in the spring of 1925, restored the gold 
standard at the old parity. · 

In economic activity, too, a substantial, if uneven, recovery 
had been made. The quantum of international trade had been 
rising rapidly and the restrictions of the war and post-war period 
had been considerably relaxed. 

By ~he _time the Conference met in May 1927, further and 
extenSIVe Improvement in the political financial and economic 
situation of Europe had been registe;ed and further progress 
made towards "equality of treatment" and the re-establishment 
of pre-war trading conditions. 
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2. THE TARIFF PROBLEM. 

The improvement in the non-tariff aspects of international 
commercial relations threw into sharp relief the increase in the 
level/ complication, instability and number of post-war tariffs 
and their obstructive effect on international trade and economi~ 
development. In spite of the reiterated recommendations of pre
vious conferences, this conference was faced by a position in 
Europe which it described as follows: 

_"Europe remains to-day with its tariffs higher and more 
~.Qinplicated, less stable and more numerous than in 1913. 
Moreover, Europe has failed to restore its former system of 
commercial treaties, and the habit has developed of putting 
tariffs designed for purposes of negotiation into force before 

·those negotiations take p!_a<;.,~_:-I.[,._ as has often happened, 
these tariffs have failed t(i':iestilt ~greement, the obstruc
tion remains higher than'$_&r~::·-:'fh.~ tendency of the last 
three years has continued to b.e 'in ~n .upward direction .... " 

The effects of "tarifs de combat;~ :,;.~r~ aggravated by the wide-
spread practice of in~reasing .the margin allowed for bargaining 
in the new tariffs. In· the French .. tariff of 1910, for example, the 
normal margin betweeO,·~:axiinuin and.minimu~ rates had been 
50%; after the war, the m~rgip:was .raised, on·many items, to 
400%. . -·. . • 

The tariff position was most critical in Central and Eastern 
Europe. The nationalist poli!;_ies pursued -in this region
especially in the new States-had· on several occasions been 
criticised by international bodies.2 · The neighbours of Austria
the principal sufferer-had been invited by the League Council in 
1923 and again in 1925 to negotiate commercial treaties with her 
and each other, the object being to achieve a lim!ted preferential 
regime in that region such as had been contemplated at. the Peace 
Conference (See Chapter I, §3 above). These propos:~ls·met with 
but a limited response. Negotiations for a preferential agree
ment between Austria -and Czechoslovakia were operied under 
the auspices of the Economic Committee in 1925, but broke down 

1 cf. Memorandum on.Tarilf Level Indices. League of Nations, 1927. 
2 e.g. the Central European Economic Conference, Vienna, 192~. cf. also Report 

of the· Financial Committee of the League, December 1923 ; Mmutes of the 27th 
Session of the Council, Annex 601 ; the Layton-Rist Report on The Economic Situa
tion of Austria (L. of N. doct. C.440(1}, M.162(1), 1925. II). 
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owing largely to the insistence of Italy-which wa.s itself at~empt
ing to negotiate a preferential arrange~ent wtth Austna--;on 
being a party to any agreement that mtght emerge. Followmg 
this failure, Austria's tariff was sharply raised (1926).1 

Outside Europe, many of the worst features of these tariff de
velopments had been avoided but, with some exc~ptions (e. g. 
Latin America), tariff rates had been raised substantially above 
the pre-war level. In the U.S. A., the Emergency duties of 1921, 
mainly on agricultural products had been followed by the for
midable general tariff of 1922. In Australasia, India, Japan and 
elsewhere, tariff rates had been sharply increased. 

3. THE REcoMMJ;NDATIONS OF THE CoNFERENCE.2 

a) The form of Customs tariffs. 

The instability of tariffs was again condemned as being "one 
of the most formidable obstacles in the way of establishing and 
developing permanent and secure trade relations" and the simpli
fication of tariffs and the unification of Customs nomenclature 
recommended. The Council was requested to arrange for the 
preparation of a systematic Customs nomenclature. 

b) Tariff levels. 

The most notable declarations of the Conference related to 
tariff levels: 

"In view of the fact that harmful effects upon production 
and trade result from the high and constantly changing 
tariffs which are applied in many countries; . 

And since substantial improvement in the economic con
ditions can be obtaned by increased facilities for inter
national trade and commerce; 

And in view of the fact that tariffs though within the 
sovereign jurisdiction of the separate S;ates are not a mat
ter of purely domestic interest but greatly influence the trade 
of the world; . 

19~:~· ~~~p!:";:v~~~lxEC:::d''Jl:~:ationalism of the Danubian States. Nnv York, 

• Z League of Nations. d~ument C.E.I. 44(1). 1927. The followin cha ter (V) 
1s devoted to the apphcat10n of these recommendations. g p · 
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And in view of the fact that some of the causes which 
have resulted in the increase of tariffs and in other trade 
barriers since the war have largely disappeared and others 
are diminishing; 

The Conference declares that the time has come to put an 
end to the increase in tariffs and to move in the opposite 
direction." 

To achieve this result, three methods were foreseen: 
(i) individual action by States "to remove or diminish those 

tariff barriers that gravely hamper trade", 

(ii) bilateral action through commercial !reaties, 

(iii) collective action, to be promoted by the Economic Organi
sation of the League. 

These resolutions and proposals, which elaborated the princi
ples laid down at earlier international meetings, formed the basis 
of the attempts made in the following several years to achieve 
a general reduction in tariff barriers. 

c) Internal taxes and Export duties. 

The Conference condemned the practice of penalising im
ported goods by means of differential internal taxes and declared 
that export taxes, if they could not be altogether abolished, 
should be low and non-discriminatory. (See Chapters I, §8, 
and II, §I). 

d) Commercial Treaties, Treaty-making methods and tlie 
M.F.N. clause. 

The Conference declared that: 

"A decisive step on the road to world reconstruction would 
undoubtedly be taken if the system of long-term treaties 
securing equality of treatment were restored. For this pur
pose, it is highly desirable that the widest and most uncondi
tional interpretation should be given to the most-favoured
nation clause". 

It desired the Economic Organisation o fthe League to ex
amine the measures best calculated to secure 
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i) "identical tariff systems in the various Eur?pean c?un;, 
tries or at least a common basis for commercwl treaties; 

ii) "the establishment .... of clearly defined and uniform 
principles as to the interpretation and scope of th~ most
favoured-nation clause in regard to customs duties and 
other charges". 

e) Indirect protection. 

The Conference condemned: 

i) the direct or indirect subsidisation of exports, 

ii) dumping, which was "facilitated by the existence of high 
import duties in the countries practising it". It recom
mended that importing countries should not resort to ex
cessive measures by way of defence. 

iii) discrimination arising from conditions of transport. 

f) Non--tariff measures. 

The Conference recommended that the principles contained 
in the draft Prohibitions Convention should be generally applied 
and "not be indirectly defeated by such means as export duties, 
the fixing of quotas, health regulations or .... by restrictions 
on the free circulation of capital". (See Chapter III, §2 above). 

It "condemned the system of import and export prohibitions 
and the privileges sometimes granted to State enterprises". 

It approved the Economic Committee's work on legal provi
sions or regulations affecting trade-e. g., the simplification of 
customs formalities, the assimilation of laws on bills of exchange, 
the international development of commercial arbitration, the 
suppression of unfair commerci.al practices-and urged that this 
work should be completed. 

The Council was requested to ·open for signature a Protocol. 
providing for the execution of foreign arbitral awards and to 
convene a diplomatic Conference for the purpose of concluding 
a Convention on the treatment of foreigners. (See Chapter II, 
passim). 



CHAPTER V 

ENDORSEMENT AND APPLICATION OF THE 
RECOMMENDATIONS OF THE WORLD 

ECONOMIC CONFERENCE OF 1927. 

1. ENDORSEMENT. 

The recommendations of the Economic Conference-and more 
particularly those relating to commercial policy-were immedi
ately acclaimed by business opinion the world over, and the 
International Chamber of Commerce, at its Stockholm Congress 
in July 1927, recommended that they 

"should receive the support not merely of the international 
world of business as represented at this Congress, but also of 
the Governments of all nations". 

They were unanimously adopted by the League Assembly and 
separately approved by specific declarations1 of twenty-nine 
Governments, including twenty European Governments. Most 
of these Governments expressed their intention to apply the 
principles of the Conference and many announced their willing
ness to co-operate in any collective action that might be under
taken. 

Thus the German Government declared that it 

"approves the general report of the World Economic Con
ference and concurs in its .conclusions. It is ready to co
operate energetically in giving effect to the recommendations 
... of the Conference" and stated that it had also asked the 
Reich Council to 

"report whether and under what conditions it might be pos
sible to lower, in the immediate future, those duties in the 
present German Customs tariff which have not yet been re-
duced." · 
The Czechoslovak Government stated that it 
"could at once adhere to the resolutions of the Conference 

1 League of Nations document C.E.I. 4S, Geneva, 1927. 
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and ... that it intended to develop its policy in conformity 
with the principles which they embodied." 
The Belgian Government likewise expressed its appro~al of 

the recommendations of the Conference·and declared that 1t was 

"willing to come to an immediate understanding with other 
Governments on the bases laid down by the Conference." 

2. APPLICATION. 

(a) Tariff stability: commercial treaties, 1927-29. (Chapters II, 
§I and IV, §3 above). 

The Conference was in fact followed by a certain stabilisation 
of the European tariff position, evidenced by: 

(I) a decline in the number of tariff revisions ( 1925: 16; 1926: 
16; 1927: 10; 1928: 5; 1929: 2); 

(2) the extension of the system of tariff treaties (1927:30; 
1928:42). 

The pillar of this treaty system-a pillar which remained 
standing many years after the edifice it supported had begun to 
crumble-was the Franco-German Agreement of August, 1927. 
The two Governments concerned placed it on record that this 
treaty would have been much more difficult to conclude "if the 
Parties had not been able to rely upon the principles laid down 
by the· World Economic Conference and to benefit by the at
mosphere created by its discussions".1 

Of the treaties concluded in 1927, 16 contained tariff provi
sions, involving in several cases a consolidation or reduction of 
duties. Only 6 of the 1928 treaties included tariff clauses and 
the tendency towards consolidation was arrested, freedom of 
action being sought by several countries in regard to agricultural 
duties. In 1929 the beginning of a more general deconsolidation 
movement was clearly discernable. 

(b) Tariff levels 1927-1929 (Chapter ./V, §3 b above). 

(!) Autonomous and Bilateral Action. 

In May 1928, the newly-formed Economic Consultative Com
mittee of the League reported that "the effect of the Conference 

I Application of the Recommendations of the World Economic Conferenre League 
of Nations document, C. C. E. 7, 1928. ' 
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has already substantially checked the upward movement of tar
iffs which was in full swing in May 1927." 1 Proposed increases in 
certain tariffs (France, Norway) in preparation in May 1927 had 
been moderated; reductions in duties, generalised through the 
most-favoured-nation clause had been effected as a result of 
several bilateral treaties and in a few countries by autonomous 
action (Czechoslovakia, Canada); elsewhere (e. g. Denmark, the 
Netherlands, Australia) insistent demands for increased protec
tion had been refused. But numerous increases had been intro
duced (e.g. France, Germany-agricultural products, Poland), 
and the general level of tariffs appears to have risen on balance.2 

During the following year ( 1929) the general level of duties 
was raised in a few countries (Bulgaria, Chile, China, Persia) and 
in others, where new tariffs or revisions were in preparation, there 
were signs of a tendency towards increased protectionism. Some 
partial reductions were recorded (e. g. the German industrial 
tariff) but none, through either autonomous or bilaterial action, 
having any real bearing on international trade as a whole.3 

Nevertheless, the Consultative Committee was able in May 
19294 to report that while the prospects of policy were uncertain 
imd lay under the. shadow of the proposals under consideration 
in the United States of America, the existing tariff situation was 
"on the whole very much where it was a year ago". The Com
mittee recommended Governments to emulate those States 
which had abolished duties constituting "heavy and permanent 
burdens upon the general industrial and agricultural produc
tivity" or had ceased to serve any protective or fiscal purpose. 
Occasional autonomous reductions of this kind continued to be 
made by many countries. But the one fact of importance in 
this year was that discussions were going on in the United States 
of America for a formidable general increase in tariff rates at a 
moment in history when unprecedented economic activity re-

1 League of Nations document C.217.M.73, 1928. II. 

2 Application of the Recommenrations of the International Economic Confere!'ce, 
report on the period May 1927 to May 1928. Geneva, 1928. League of Nat•ons 
document C.C.E.7. 

3 Application of the Recommendations of the Internation~l Economic Conference, 
report on the period May 1928 to May 1929. League of Nauons Document C.C.E.53. 

4 League of Nations document, C.192.M.73, 1929. II. 
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moved all semblance of economic justification (though not of 
political pressure) for enhanced p~otectionism. and w~en the 
creditor position of that country pomted to the I;'Dpera~I~e need 
for exactly the opposite policy _if worl~ econo':luc sta~Ihty was 
to be maintained. Other countnes, afraid of this cloudmg of t?e 
western horizon decided to wait and see whether the storm dis
persed or broke: As is shown in Chapter VI below it broke with 
the great depression. 

(2) Collective Action. 

The Economic Committee was instructed by the Council to 
prepare a programme to give effect to the Conference recom
mendations regarding collective action. It should be observed 
that the Committee had hitherto been careful to avoid taking 
up any question directly affecting the customs and tariff policy 
of States, which had generally been regarded as falling exclu
sively within the sphere of national sovereignty. 

Two ~ethods of achieving collective reduction in tariffs were 
first considered-that of "maximum limits", i. e. the fixing of 
maximum limits to the duties imposable by any country on each 
category of merch'andise, and that of "percentage reduction", 
i. e. maintaining existing duties in each country as the basis and 
arranging for simultaneous and gradual percentage reductions 
in those duties. Both these methods, however, raised such diffi
culties as to ll'lake them appear entirely unrealisable. The Com
mittee, on the other hand, was encouraged by the progress of the 
work on removing restrictions on hides, skins and bones (see 
Chapter III, §3 above) and accordingly decided, in March 1928, 
to attempt-as a first step-to bring about collective agreement 
for tariff reduction on particular groups of products. 

It decided to begin with semi-manufactures, in regard to which 
resistance to tariff reduction seemed likely to be least strong and 
with certain products subject to a considerable measure of na
tional and international cartel ~ontrol. Aluminium was con
sidered, at the instance of Germany, but owing to opposition 
from other countries, enquiries had to be abandoned. Govern
ments and experts (producers: representatives) were consulted in 
regard to the concerted reduction of cement duties but here 
again results were negative, the proposal being favou~ed by the 
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no- or l~w-.duty exporting c?u?tries but opposed by those which 
were bml?mg up a domestiC mdustry behind high tariffs. The 
co-operatiOn of overseas countries was not, in general, forth
commg. 

(c) The Unification and Simplification of Customs Nomencla
ture (Chapt~r IV, §3a above; also Chapter II, §1). 

An assimilation of Tariff nomenclature was . considered a 
necessary preliminary to collective tariff agreements and an Ex
pert Committee was appointed. In 1931 it completed the first 
draft of a standard classification of goods entering into inter
national trade adaptable to the requirements of any country. The 
time wac; not considered opportune for convening a conference 
for its adoption and the Assembly of that year confined itself to 
expressing the hope that Governments would use it as far as 
possible when revising their tariffs. The draft-revised in 1937 
in the light of observations from national administrations-has, 
in fact, already been applied in part by France, Italy, Czecho
slovakia, Denmark, Finland, Egypt, the Baltic States, Poland, 
Sweden, Uruguay and certain Asiatic countries and is at present 
under study in other countries. 

(.d) Tariff systems and contract1tal methods. (Chapter IV, §3d 
above). 

The mnst-favoured-nation clause had proved valuable in the 
past as a means at once for spreading the effects of tariff reduc
tions resulting from bilateral treaties and for overcoming some of 
the difficulties which resulted from the coexistence of quite dif
ferent tariff systems. Its success was really dependent on coun- · 
tries with intangible tariffs not imposing exaggerated rates. When 
such countries did impose high protective duties, the whole 
problem of the coexistence of different systems became acute .. 

However the Economic Committee reported in 1929.1 that it 
was impra~ticable to at.teinpt to remove· the existing disparity of 
tariff systems, whatev.er difficulty .the .existence . of intangible 
tariffs might present to concerted action £or tariff reduction. "I?e 
policy of countries with non-negotiable but moderate. tanffs 
(e. g. the .Netherlands and the United Kingdom) was, it held. 
clear)~ unobjectionable but not so that of"States which, havinl!' 

1 League of Nations document C.138.M.S3. 1929. 
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established tariffs intolerable for other countries, refuse to con
template their reduction .... or impose repeated variations of 
duty". Assurances, the Committee held, should be sought from 
such countries (e. g., the United States). It should be re
membered that the United States was not at that time disposed 
to co-operate in the tariff programme of the World Economic 
Conference; after 1934, however, that country took the lead in 
a policy designed to lower tariffs by treaty. 

In respect of contractual tariffs, (single column tariffs reduci
ble by agreement or double column tariffs permitting of 
contractual adaptation), the Committee recommended: 

I) that exaggerated margins for negotiations should be re
duced; 

2) that tariffs increased with a view to negottatton should 
not, as a general rule, be applied until the negotiation'had been 
completed; 

3) that tariffs should be widely consolidated; 

4) "that the practice of negotiable tariffs should not exclude 
the adoption of long-period tariffs". · 

(e) Miscellaneotu questions. 

(i) The Treatment of Foreigners and Foreign Enterprises. 
(Chapter IV, §3f). See Chapter II, §2. 

(ii) Import.and Export Prohibitions and Restrictions. (Chap
ter IV, §3£). See Chapter III above. 

(iii) The Assimilation of Laws on Bills of Exchange. (Chapter 
IV, §3£). See Chapter II, §3b above. 

(iv)_ Th~ Execution o~ Forei?n Arbitral Awards and Inter
. natiOnal Commerctal Arbttration. (Chapter IV §3£) S 

Chapter II, §3a above. , . ee 

( v) Subsidies, dumping ad · · · . . . 
(Ch IV §3 ) , mmtstrattve dtscrtmmation etc. 

apter , e . See Chapter VI, §4 below. , 
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3. WoRK OF THE EcoNOMIC CoMMITTEE ON THE MosT FA
vouRED NATION CLAUSE. (CHAPTERS I, §I. AND §3; II, §1; 
AND IV, §3D). 

(a) Gradual re-establishment of tke Clause, 1921-1929. 

Before considering the fate of the policies advocated at the 
Conference, it is necessary to trace the action taken by the 
Economic Committee with respect to one of the most important 
recommendations of the Conference, namely, the re-establishment 
of the M.F.N. clause. 

The re-establishment of the Clause as the basis of the commer
cial relationships between States was one of the few real successes 
of the first post-war deca.de in the sphere of commercial policy 
proper. The United States adopted the unconditional form of 
the Clause in 1922; Italy became its advocate in 1921, joining 
forces with the United Kingdom and other traditional upholders 
of the Clause, together with Germany and her ex-allies, to break 
down the opposition of France and Spain. France returned to her 
pre-war practice in concluding her agreement with Germany in 
1927 and Spain adopted the Clause by a law of 1928. 

There was a serious need, however, for a standarised drafting 
11nd an authoritative interpretation of the Clause whose obliga
tions-even in its post-war hey-day (1927-1929) were system
atically evaded in many countries by means of an excessive 
specialisation of tariffs, administrative discriminations and the 
licencing systems that still remained. 

(b) Attempt at codijicatio1' 1927-31. 

In compliance with the recommendation of the Economic Con
ference (Chapter IV, §3d) the Economic Committee undertook 
to codify most-favored-nation treatment in 1927. 

In 1929 it elaborated a general doctrine1 regarding the draft
ing, interpretation and ·application of the clause. One of the 
central issues of which it had to take account was the deep
lying divergence of views regarding the conditions of application 
(and in existing circumstances2 the value) ?f the cla~se betw~en 
countries with non-negotiable and those with negotiable tariffs. 
The former demanded most-favoured-nation treatment as of 

1 Contained in League of Natio!'s d?Cument-:-C.ps.M.53. 1929. II. 
2 Especially the prospect of a still h1gher tar1ff m the U. S. A. 
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right, irrespective of their own tariff poli.cy, the latter desired to 
grant most-favoured-nation treatmen~ e1ther ?~ly as _Part of r~
ciprocal tariff agreements or to countnes practJsmg a hberal tanff 
regime. The Committee concluded that "the grant of most-fa
voured-nation treatment ought to be normal and the refusal of 
this guarantee or a preferential regime o1,1ght not to arise unless 
in the case of states which refuse an equitable tariff policy or have 
recourse to discriminating practices." 

It likewise considered the question of the relations between bi
lateral agreements based on the clause and multilateral agree
ments, i. e., whether states not parties to a multilateral tariff 
agreement should be entitled to claim· the benefits under the 
most-favoured-nation clause without rpaking reciprocal conces
sions. .The Committee accepted the principle that the position 
of the parties should be safeguarded, but only in the case of 
agreements "of a general ·character and aiming at the improve
ment of economic relations between peoples"; states not parties 
which practised a liberal regime should, moreovet, not be pena
lised. 

A resolution of the 1930 Assembly, based on a joint demand 
by the delegations of Denmark, Estonia, Firiland, Latvia, the 
Netherlands, Norway, Sweden and Switzerland, led to further 
studies by the Committee on certain controversial questions con..: 
ceriling the application of the clause, including 'its bearing on 
quotas. On the hitter point, the Committee, in a detailed report, 
published in 1933,1 declared that 

"A~y ~ountry desiring to adopt Customs quotas must 
bear m mmd that the most-favoured-nation treatment which 
it has co.nced~d to other c~untries impose on it the obligation 
not to 1mpa1r the equahty of conditions in international 
commercial competition". 

(c) Partial Eclipse of the clause after 1930. 

The post-1930 period was characterised: 

~ i) by a rapi~ ~rowth, especially in Europe; of non-ta;iff 
measures of restnctJon which tended to neutralize the effect of 
the clause; 

1 Recommendations of the Economic Co • t ·1 • • 
Most-Favored-Nation Clause League f mNmti•! ee rde ating to Tar~ff Policy and the 

· o a ona ocumcnt E.sos. 
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(ii) by a. mov~ment towards "reciprocity", particularly: iri 
Europe, ach1eved m some cases by measures not affecting tariffs 
(e. g. ~he quota polic~ adopted in 1931 by France and many 
other European countnes), m others by the open withdrawal of 
m?st-favou_red-n~tion treatment from "non-reciprocating" coun
tr~es (e. g. m Spam, whose 193~ tariff and subsequent agreements 
w1th France and Italy, constituted an effective discrimination 
against the United States; 

(iii) by an extension of imperial and regional preferences (e.g. 
the Ottawa Agreements 1932 and the parallel development in the 
French Empire: preferential agreements-some tariff, but prin
cipally non-tariff-in Central and Eastern Europe from 1931 on-· 
wards). 

The scope of the Clause and its range of application were thus 
greatly restricted. It continued nevertheless to be 1) the legal 
basis of tariff policy and the avowed basis of general trade policy 
,in almost all countries and 2) despite certain limitations, the 
actual basis of policy in the greater part of the world. 

(d) Doctrinal develop'ments after 1930. 

With the developments set out above, and under the combined 
influence of the post-1922 United States tariff policy and later 
the economic depression, the conflict of national attitudes regard
ing the scope and application of the Clause became increasingly 
marked and the Clause itself increasingly discredited in the Euro
pean continent. 

The opinion was widely expressed that if countries with non
negotiable and high tariffs, especially such countries as the United 
States whose competitive power was very great, demanded the 
automatic application of the clause to themselves while main
taining their own tariff rates, the effect of the ·clause was to pre
vent the conclusion of commercial treaties and restrict trade. 

The agenda of the Monetary and Economic Conference of 1933 
included a propo~al for the conclusion of a general interpJ;"etative 
agreement and the waiving of the clause when multilateral agree
ments were reached. between groups of countries. (See Chapter 
VII, §1 below). The right to waive the clause by way of excep
tion was indeed one of the most crucial problems. The Euro
pean Commission (1931) and the Stresa Conference (1932) ad
mitted the desirability of. such exception$ in recomm.ending 
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limited and temporary preferences for the cereal exports of Cen
tral and Eastern European countries, provided third parties with 
most-favoured-nation rights consented. The required consent 
was, however, not forthcoming (See Chapter VI, §3 below). The 
Sub-Committee of Economic Experts appointed by the European 
Commission in 1931 recommended that permanent rapproch-e
ments between groups of European states for the purpose of 
removing obstacles to trade and stabilising and reduc.ing ~ariffs 
should be facilitated by a waiver of most-favoured-nation nghts, 
and, as stated, the Preparatory Committee of Experts for the 
1933 Conference made a similar proposal. In the test case (Ouchy 
Convention 1932), however, the opposition of the Unite? King
dom was decisive. 

At the Montevideo Conference (December 1933) the American 
states affirmed their adherence to the most-favoured-nation sys
tem but contemplated (a), the recognition of exceptions in re
spect of tariff reductions arising out of multilateral agreements 
and (b), the evolution of an inter-American preferential sys
tem. The resolutions of the Conference were embodied in a Con
vention· opened to signature in Washington the following year 
(which was ratified by Cuba and the United States only) and 
were reaffirmed by the Pan-American Commercial Conference 
held in Buenos Aires in 1935. 

In a report issued in 1936,1 the Economic Committee restated 
its opinion that "the most-favoured-nation Clause and the sys
tem of equality of treatment which it is designed to establish 
constitute an essential guarantee for the maintenance and devel
opment of world trade" and that, in the long run, abnormal 
measures of trade regufation "are incompatible with a developing 
an.d J?rosperous trade". The Committee pointed out that "the 
pnn~Ipal obs~acle to the formation of (larger trade) areas lies 
?ot m the existence of the most-favoured-nation clause-which 
IS a co!ltractual provision and therefore subject to denunciation 
-but m the absenc~ ~f a movement of opinion strong enough to 
ov:ercome ~he oppositiOn to the realisation of such projects and 
still. more m the fu?~amental objections which have been raised 
agai?st .the recogmtiOn of undefined exceptions to the general 
applicatiOn of the Clause" . 
• 

1 Eguality of Trtalmtnt in the Pr 1 St I . . 
tzo11s, League of Nations docum t c'13

1

7
71

9 Mat
5
t D lnttrrratzona/ Commtrcza/ Rtla-

eo • · .2 0. 1936. II. B. 
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A partial rehabilitation of of the most-favoured-nation clause 
and a moderation of the regime of exceptions that had grown up 
resulted from the programme of reciprocal tariff agreements on 
which the United States embarked in 1934. (See Chapter VIII, 
§1, g below). 



CHAPTER VI 

THE GREAT DEPRESSION AND THE EUROPEAN 
CONFERENCES, .1929-32 

1. THE CouRsE oF CoMMERCIAL PoLicY, 1929-32. 

The state of apparent, if precarious, economic equilibrium 
broke down in the summer of 1929. Before the end of the year 
measures of intensified agricultural protectionism had been intro
duced in Germany, France and Italy; upward tariff revisions had 
occured in Roumania, Norway, Hungary and Finland and in 
many other countries higher schedules were in preparation. The · 
movement, which was accompanied by deconsolidation of duties 
and denunciations of existing treaties, was accelerated and ex
tended as the economic depression spread and deepened. The 
final adoption of the Hawlay-Smoot tariff in the United States in 
June 1930 was shortly followed by higher tariffs in Canada, Cuba, 
France, Mexico, Italy, Spain, Australia, and New Zealand.· The 
United Kingdom abandoned her traditional free-trade policy 
with the imposition of. emergency duties in the autumn of 1931 
and the first general tariff in February 1932. 

A new and far more critical phase in the development of re
strictions on trade opened with the financial crises in Austria 
and Germany in the early summer of 1931, foiiowed by the wide
spread abandonment of the gold standard some months later. 
The upward trend of duties was accelerated and affected almost 
aU countries. Moreover, tariffs were supplemented-and before 
long overshadowed-by direct quantitative restrictions and the 
con~rol of foreign exchange transactions. At the close of 1931, 
fore1gn exchange controls were in force in Austria Bulgaria 
Czec~oslovakia, Denmark, Estonia, Germany, Greece: Hungary: 
Latvia, Portugal, Spain, Yugoslavia Argentine Brazil Bolivia 
Columbia, Chile, Uruguay, Turke; Iran· cu~toms ~uotas i~ 
Czechoslovakia, France, Italy, Latvi~ the Netherlands Turkey . 
. T~e principal characteristic of the ~ariy stages of th'e depres

Sion m Europe was the collapse of agricultural prices. The agri-
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cultural' eK:porti~g count~ies. wer.e subjected to an increasingly 
severe stram while the prmc1pal mdustrial countries hastened to 
afford additional protection to their farmers. At the instance of 
the Economic Consultative Committee, a meeting of agricultural 
experts from 20 countries, together with representatives of the 
International Institute of Agriculture, was convened by the 
Economic Organisation of the League in January 1930. No pre
cise recommendations were issued, but it may be noted that the 
Economic Committee, in reporting this meeting to the Council, 1 

expressed the view that "the League's economic work can only 
attain effective results if it satisfies, in the first place, the needs 
of agriculture and provides agriculture with the means to secure 
the place which is due to it in the preparation of economic policy 
and in the commercial relations between States". 

2. THE TARIFF TRucE CoNFERENCES oF 1930 AND 1931. 

(a) Tke First Conference witk a view to Concerted Economic 
· Action. 

The ominous tendencies of commercial policy, and the general 
failure of the tariff programme of the 1927 .Conference, led the 
1929 Assembly to convene an intergovernmental Conference and 
propose that that Conference should conclude a two or three
year Tariff Truce (an undertaking not to increase or introduce 
new restrictions on trade) in order to facilitate concerted action 
for the reduction of tariffs. • 

The Conference-which assumed an almost exclusively Euro
pean character-met in February 1930. The idea of a Tariff 
Truce broke down, owing to opposition both from the Cent~al 
and Eastern European agricultural States a.nd fro_m countn~s 
(e. g., France) which had embarked on a pohcy of mtense agn
cultural protectionism; bu~ a Commercial Convention was signed 
on March 24th 1930 by which the 18 signatories-among them 
Germany, Fra~ce, Italy and the United Kingdom-;-und~rtook 
to prolong all existing commercial ~greements un~1l Apnl 1st, 
1931, and only to raise duties after mterested Parties h~d b~en 
given an opportunity of submittin~ obje~tions. Countnes With 
non-negotiable tariffs (e.g., the Umted Kmgdom) bo~nd them
selves not to raise statutory duties during the sa.me per10d. 

1 League of Nation• Official Journal, February 1930, P· 161. 
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At the same time the delegates of twenty-three States repre- . 
sented at the Confe~ence adopted a Protocol regarding t~e Pro
gran~me of Future Negotiations, w!th the aim of "ensurmg t~e 
effective application of the resolutions of the W:ori.d Economic 
Conference of 1927". Under this Protocol, negotiations we~e to 
be opened with a view to bringing about tariff reduc~io~s and 
"all other practical measures aiming at better orgamsation of 
production and a more rational distribution of products". It was 
agreed that a second conference should be held in November to 
decide on the ways and means of bringing the Convention into 

·force and to review the progress of negotiations.1 

(b) The Second Conference and the failure of Collective Action 
on Tariffs. 

The agenda of the November. Conference, drawn up by the 
Economic Committee on the basis of desiderata expressed by the 
Governments concerned, consisted of three principal items: 

(1) that certain work already begun by the Economic Or
ganisation of the League (e. g., Customs nomenclature) 

·should be quickly completed and the Commercial Conven
tion, the Prohibitions Convention and the Draft Convention 
on the Treatment of Foreigners brought into force. 

When it came to the point, no progress was made with any 
of these Conventions.· By November, 10 States had ratified the 
Commercial Convention but were unwilling in the absence of 
France, Germany and all the Eastern and Danubian States to 
bring it into force between themselves. A further meetin~ of 
the. ~onferen~~ in March 1931, when general economic and 
political conditions had become still more unfavorable to agree
ment, left the position substantially unchanged. No further at
tempt towards collective action in regard to tariffs was made 
until1933. ·(See Chapter VII below). 

(2) that bilateral negotiations for the general improvement .. 
of trade should be opened. 

Only two proposals of· special importance were made as to 
method. The first (United Kingdom)-a revival of the method 
unsuccessfully attempted by the Economic Committee in 1928/ 

1 
League of Nations document C.222.M.to9• 1930, II. 
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29-aimed at an all-round reduction of duties by multilateral 
agreements, proceeding by groups of products and by stages. 
Under the second proposed (the Netherlands) States with non
negotiable tariffs and a liberal tariff regime 'should undertake 
to maintain a liberal policy in return for concessions-the bene
fits of which would be generalised through M.F.N.-by States 
with conventional tariffs and more or less protectionist re
grmes. 

The Conference considered that the first proposal was im
practicable; the second resulted in a suggestion that the low
tariff countries should present their demands to the others. The 
United Kingdom opened negotiations with several countries in 
the early part of 1931 for the reduction of particularly onerous 
duties, but met with negligible success. (For U.K. tariff policy 
after 1932, see Chapter VIII, §2). 

(3) that steps should be taken to deal with the special trade 
problems of the agricultural countries of Central and Eastern 
Europe. 

These problems were considered at a series of conferences of 
Danubian. and Eastern European States in the summer of 1930. 
The International Agricultural Conference held at Warsaw in 
August 1930, at which the Governments of Bulgaria, Czecho
slovakia, Estonia, Hungary, Latvia, Poland, Roumania and 
Yugoslavia were represented, put forward, on behalf of these 
countries, a demand for (a) financial assistance and (b) preferen
tial customs treatment for their cereals. The Warsaw Confer
ence further proposed that in regard to European agricultural 
products duties should be consolidated, freedom of trade from 
non-tariff restrictions assured and internal measures limiting im
ports (e.g. milling regulations) abolished in other European 
countries. 

No decision on these proposals-that regarding preferential 
treatment having been strongly opposed at the League Assembly 
by overseas agricultural countries-was taken by the November 
Conference. 

3. THE CoMMISSION oF ENQUIRY FOR EuROPEAN UNION. 

Commercial policy was discussed by this Commission in 1931 
and 1932 in connection mainly with 
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(a) The cereals problem of Central and Eastern Europe; 
(b) The wider problem of the economic 'viability' of that area 

( Stresa Conference); · 
(c) The still wider question of European regional agreements 

or rapprochements of a permanent character; 
(d) International Industrial Agreements. 

(a) The Cereals problem and proposals for temporary preferen
tial tariff arrangements, 1931. (See Chapter VI, §2b 3 above). 

A meeting of the principal cereal exporting and importi~g 
countries, called by the Commission in January 1931, resulted 1.n 
an undertaking by the latter to reserve a proportion of the1r 
wheat imports in 1931 to European grain and to consider similar 
action in respect of other cereals. In May, the Commission itself 
reported in favour of a preferential regime in respect of imports 
of European agricultural products "as an exceptional and tem
porary measure and subject to the interes~s of third States". lt 
made it clear that compensatory concessions by agricultural 
countries should not be preferential. 

· In the course of 1931 and 1932, various preferential tariff agree
ments on these lines were negotiated. The most important were 
those between France and Yugoslavia, Hungary and Rournania, 
providing for a refund by France to the Governments concerned 
of a percentage of the minimum tariff on certain contingents of 
wheat in return for reductions of duties on various exports. Ger
many likewise offered Hungary and Roumania tariff preferences 
on certain cereals against reductions in duties which were to be 
generalised by M.F.N. These proposals had to be abandoned 
because of opposition from some of Germany's M.F.N. countries. 

It should be noted that the United States Government when 
i~timating its inability to accept bilateral arrangements ~f this 
kmd, s~ated that a general plan for the whole of Europe, aiming 
at the Improvement of economic and financial conditions would 
be sympathetically examined "even if it were to necessi;ate the 
appli~ation of ':"easures which were likely to infringe existing 
treaties or acqulfed rights". 
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(b) The Damtbian problem and the Stresa. Cof!-ference of 1932. 

In 1931 and 1932, the economic plight of the Danubian coun
tries was .one of the central problems of European statesmanship. 
The proJeCt for an Austro-German Customs Union (March 
193~), was counte~e.d by the Benes and Tardieu Plans, both pro
posmg the recogmt1on of a permanent exception to M.F.N. in 
order to allow the formation of a preferential Customs regime 
within the Danubian group. 

In }tine 1932, the Lausanne Reparatio.ns Conference appointed 
a special intergovernmental committee to submit to the Euro
pean Commission "proposals as to measures required for the 
restoration of the countries of Central and Eastern Europe", and 
in particular, measures (a) to overcome transfer difficulties and 
to make possible the progressive suppression of exchange con
trol; (b) to revive international trade and remove the difficulties 
caused by the low price of cereals. · 

This Committee, known as the Stresa Conference, met in Sep
tember 1932. It put forward a general scheme of which the trade 
relationship aspects were as follows: 

( i) the gradual removal of exchange restrictions, to be made 
possible by debt settlement and stabilisation, which in turn would 
be facilitated by the operation of a "Currency Normalisation 
Fund" constituted by the larger European Powers; · 

(ii) the return to a "liberal commercial policy and a moderate 
tariff policy", to be made possible by means of a scheme of 
revalorisation of cereals, involving the grant of limited preferen
tial tariff rebates by cereal-importing countries and/or financial.· 
contributions to a revalorisation fund. The beneficiary States 
should grant reciprocal concessions on. a non-preferential basis. 
The hope was expressed that countries with M.F.N. rights would 
not obstruct the realisation of the plan. 

The Stresa programme was approved in principle br the Euro
pean Commission in spite of opposition by certam Western 
countries the States Members declaring that "each for its own 
part ... : they are ready to apply, as far as may be possible and 
without delay, the general guiding principles which result there
from" (Resolution adopted October 1st, 1932). 

The whole scheme however, came to nothing, the financial ar
rangements, on which the hoped-for modifications in commercial 
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policy were dependent, encountering. insupera~le. difficulti~s. 
Danubian trade policy became increasmgly restnct1ve and dis
criminatory through the application of excha?ge-control (with 
its correlative the clearing system) and a vanety of other non
tariff measur:s, e.g. quotas, export premia, special credit facil
ities, preferential frieght rates, artificial exchange rates for 
clearing purposes. 

(c) Regional Agreements. 

Faced with the impracticability of concerted European action 
for the reduction or stabilization of trade barriers and the 
tendency towards purely bilateral trade arrangements on a more 
or less discriminatory basis, the Commission in 1931 was led to 
recommend "permanent economic rapprochements", or limited 
group agreements, provided the interests of third parties were 
safeguarded and the agreements open to accession by any State. 

Between 1930 and 1938 there was, indeed, a strong movement 
towards closer economic relationships between groups of smaller 
European countries.1 The joint action by the Eastern agricul
tural countries has already been noted. This was followed by 
discussions which led to the adoption of the Little Entente 
Economic Agreement ( 1933), the economic provisions· of the 
Balkan Entente (1934) and a programme of close economic 
collaboration between the Baltic countries (1934). Austria and 
Hungary were brought within·the Italian economic orbit by the 
Rome Protocols and the Three-Power Pact (1934) . 

. The Little. Entente, the Balkan and the Baltic agreements 
y1e~ded defimte, though strictly limited, results, the chief of 
wh1ch was perhaps the habit of regular consultation and the 
emergence.of at least the broad lines of a common external eco
nomic policy. Of far greater practical importance, however, were 
the att~mpts by the Northern. countries and certain of the smaller 
countnes of. Western Europe to expand trade among themselves 
along the hnes recommended by the international conferences. 
L Den~ark, Norway, the Netherlands, Sweden Belgium and 

uxem urg c?ncluded a Convention for Econo~ic Rapproche
ment at O~lo m December 1930. This Convention-to which Fin-

! This movement was, in fact ld • d f • • 
the Ottawa Agreements and h' wor -w• e. c · the mter-Amencan rapprochement, 
referred to in Chapter v, § t 3~ developments in French colonial economic policy, 
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Ian~ subsequently a~ceded-:-was designed to form a permanent 
?asi~ for the economiC relatiOns ~etw~en the contracting parties; 
It la~d dow~ a .procedure .fo~ notification and appeal in respect of 
possible tanff mcreases Similar to that provided by the still-born 
Commercial Convention o! lY!arch 1930 (Cf. above, Chapter VI, 
§2). Throughout the thirties there was frequent consultation 
between members of the 'Oslo Group' on matters of commercial 
policy. The original agreement was strengthened by the Hague 
Convention of 1937 (see Chapter IX, §2c below) and by the 
periodic conferences of the Nordic Powers (including Iceland) 
initiated in 1934. · 

9f still greater importance, since it was the first definite and 
practical move towards tariff reduction made by any group of 
Governments, was the Ouchy Convention of July 1932 concluded 
between the Netherlands, Belgium and Luxemburg. The main 
provision of this Convention, which was open to accession by 
any state, was the immediate reduction, among the contracting 
parties, of all existing import duties by 10% and further reduc
tions of 10% year by year to a total of 50% (subject to the 
maintenance of a small all-round minimum rate). Owing to the 
refusal of certain States, including the United Kingdom, to forego 
their rights under the M.F.N. Clause to benefit by the proposed 
tariff reductions, the Convention never entered into force. 

(d) International Industrial Agreements. 

The Sub-Committee of Economic Experts set up by the Euro
pean Commission in 1931 endorsed the opinion expressed by the 
World Economic Conference of 1927 that under certain condi
tions and guarantees, the extension of international ind~st~ial 
agreements might have a beneficial influence on the orgamsation 
of production and trade in Europe. They made it clear, however\ 
that "neither the formation nor the operation of combines should 
be influenced by any Governmental action aimed at u~ing t~em 
as an instrument of pressure in the field o~ commercial poh~y. 
Their development should be in harmony With the treaty policy 
of the various countries so as not to hamper the steps taken to 
promote international co-operation". This recommendation was 
specifically referred to the consideration of Governments by the 
1931 Assembly. 
~League of Nations document C.S10.M.12S, 1931. VII. 
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The rapid extension of such international industrial agreements 
in the 'thirties was, it is true, responsible for the regulation of 
trade, and a parallel stabilisation of trading restrictions, in re
gard to various groups of p.roducts. But there is little evidence 
to show that the rider to the Experts' recommendation was ob
served, the general practice of Governments being to boost rates 
and multiply other forms of restriction on imports of the cartel
lised products whenever· such action would strengthen the posi
tion of their own producers in negotiating with their opposite 
numbers in other countries. 

(4) PROCEDURE FOR THE FRIENDLY SETTLEMENT OF INTER-STATE 

ECONOMIC DISPUTES. 

Chiefly in connection with the problem of dumping and anti
dumping .and countervailing duties, the French delegation to the 
Tariff Truce Conference proposed that a permanent organ for 
conciliation and arbitration, attached to the Council of the 
League, should be set up "for the settlement of all disputes of 
an economic nature which may arise between States". A pro
cedure worked out by the Economic Committee was approved by 
th~ Council in Ja.nuary 1932 and a panel of fourteen experts ap
pomt~d for a penod of five years as from the beginning of 1933. 

Th1s procedure was never utilised. (See M. van Zeeland's 
proposal, Chapter IX, §2e). · 



CHAPTER VII 

THE LONDON MONETARY AND ECONOMIC 
CONFERENCE, 1933 

1. THE REPORT AND ANNOTATED AGENDA SUBMITIED BY THE 

PREPARATORY CoMMITIEE. 

The. Lausanne Conference of June 1932, invited the League 
of Nattons to convoke a world conference on economic and mone
tary questions with a view to ''facilitating the revival of inter
national trade" and particularly to restoring currencies, "thereby 
making it possible to abolish measures of exchange control and 
remove transfer difficulties." A Committee of Experts was set 
up to prepare the agenda of this conference. 

The preparatory Committee decided that it was necessary to 
abandon piecemeal policies and to attempt to bring about joint 
action simultaneously in a number of different directions. In its 
unanimous report published in January 1933\ the Committee 
made the point that "an effective and lasting return to greater 
freedom of trade cannot be looked for unless it is accompanied 
by a general and durable improvement in financial and monetary 
conditions" and vice versa. Recommendations regarding finan
cial and monetary policy, including the question of intergovern
mental debt settlement, and those regarding commercial policy 
were thus inter-dependent. Again, the Committee pointed out 
that a reversal of the prevailing tendencies in commercial policy 
postulated ·a solution of the price problem ;~,nd, among the J1leth
ods by which equilibrium might be restored, suggested the con
ods by which price equilibrium might be restored, suggested ~he 
conclusion of international agreements to regulate the productton 

The Committee was "unanimous in affirming the necessity 
that action for the removal of the non-tariff restrictions on inter
national trade (prohibitions quotas, exchange restrictions etc.) 
should be taken as soon as ~ossible and continued on progress-

1 League of Nations document C.48(1). M.19(1), 1933. II. 
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ively wider lines as the other causes of the present economic 
disorganisation are mitigated or removed. 

In regard to tariff policy, the Committee reported that "the 
object of the Conference .. : . must be to. rea~h a general agree
ment for the reduction of tanffs and to mamtam a more moderate 
tariff policy in the future." It recommended for this purpose 
that: 

a) a Customs truce-or a more elastic measure along the 
lines of the Commercial Convention of 1930-should be con
cluded as a preliminary measure; 

b) two methods of achieving reduction might be com
bined, i.e., percentage reductions (on the Ouchy model) and 
reduction to a uniform level; 

c) if multilateral agreements were impractical, agreements 

between groups should be attempted and an exception to 
M.F.N. admitted in respect of such agreements; 

d) efforts should be made to reach agreement on the 
scope and application of M.F.N. and on the exceptions, 
temporary or permanent, which might henceforth be recog
nised. (See Chapters V, §3 and VI, §3.c above.) 

The Committee-taking up a point made by the B~sle Com
mittee on the German financial position in August 1931-em
phasised the special responsibility of the great creditor countries 
in initiating and making possible a general move towards freer 
trade. It likewise declared that "the prospects of substantial 
success in the necessarily complex and multilateral conference 
disc~~~ions will be greatly enhanced if, in the intervening months, 
prehmmary negotiations have cleared the way for reciprocal con
cessions." 

Sup~ort for the programme submitted by the Preparatory 
Committee-and more particularly its recommendations on the 
closely-linke9 and central problems of international debts mone
tary sta~ilisation ~nd tariff disarmament-was voiced by' count
less national. and International bodies. Among the latter were 
the International Parliamentary Commercial Conference, (Rome 
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session, April 1933); the Comite de !'Union douaniere Euro
peenne (April 1933); the lnternation'al Chamber of Commerce 
(Vienna Congress, May-June 1933); the International Exchange 
Congress (Paris, 1933); the International Agricultural Commis
sion (Berlin, 1933); the International Co-operative Alliance 
(June 1933); the International Labour Conference (Geneva 
1933). ' 

In April, 1933, the British Premier, Mr. Ramsay MacDonald, 
and M. Herriot went to the United States to prepare the ground 
for the Conference. Mr. MacDonald's conversations with Presi
dent Roosevelt led to a declaration that the United Kingdom 
and United States Governments were agreed on the need of an 
increase of commodity prices and of "constructive work to mod
erate the network of restrictions of all sorts by which commerce 
is hampered'_'.~ 

A few weeks before, however, the United States had abandoned 
the gold standard and, as the date of the opening of the Con
ference approached, it became increasingly clear that the one 
basis on which any agreement on tariffs and trade restrictions 
might be reached-namely, the restoration, immediate or pro
gressive, of an international monetary system-had been shat
tered. The United States Government was unwilling to enter into 
any undertaking in regard to currency stabilisation which, it 
thought, might compromise its own recovery programme; while 
the countries of the "gold bloc"-France, Belgium, Luxemburg, 
the Netherlands, Poland, Italy, Switzerland and Czechoslovakia 
-made any consideration of a general tariff agreement depend
ent on at least de facto stabilisation. 

On the other hand before the opening of the Conference in 
June, a temporary arr;ngement was reached regarding the service 
of war debts, and a tariff truce for the period of the Conference, 
proposed by the' United States Government, was accepted, sub
ject to certain reservations, by 61 States representing nearly 90% 
of the trade of the world. 

I M. Herriot's conversations were followed by a simila,~ sta!ement. whi~h declared 
that the United States and French Governments were lookmg w1th hke purpose 
at the main problems of the world and the objectives of the Wor!d EconomiC Con
ference'' and specified "the re-establishment of a normal financ1al and monetary 
situation" as· one of the goals to be attained by the Conference. 
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2. Vniws AND RECOMMENDATIONS OF THE CoNFERENCE CoMMIS

sroNs.1 

The fundamental aim of the Conference was to reconstruct 
the machinery of international exchange. It was largely con
cerned with the measures by which the abolition of exchange~ 
control could be facilitated and expedited. As regards quotas, 
tariffs and M.F.N., all the delegations were agreed that quanti
tative restrictions "whether direct or indirect, must disappear as 
soon as possible"; "the need and urgency of reducing excessive 
customs tariffs were unanimously admitted"; "there was a gen
eral opinion in favour of the maintenance of the most-favoured
nation clause in its unconditional and unrestricted form, natur
ally with the usually recognised exceptions."2 

The basic doctrines of the earlier conferences were impressively 
re-affirmed in the speeches of the world's leading St;:ltesmen; but 
to each general principle some reservation was attached, and 
there was a marked difference of opinion as to the methods by 
which it should be applied. Some delegations made reservations 
in favour of agricultural quotas,' while for others the disappear
ance of agricultural quotas was the condition of the removal of 
quotas on industrial products. Some delegations considered that 
tariff disarmament could only be achieved by a collective con
vention, providing e.g. for gradual reduction of duties by uniform 
an~ual percentages on the Ouchy model; others held that the 
deSJr.ed result could only be attained through bilateral treaties 
a?d that the Ouchy method would be inequitable and destruc
tive of the balance of national customs systems. Proposals that 
the Customs Truce should be prolonged and made stricter pro
voked a si~!lar conflict of view. Several delegations demanded 
the recognltlon of new exceptions to M.F.N., but "opinions dif
fere? very widely" about what those exceptions should be. 
~mally, the hypothesis on which the whole work on commercial 

pohcy was based was the stabilisation of currencies. "When 
events showed that this hypothesis could not be realised . · · 
sev~ral.countries · .. deemed it necessary to reserve full liberty of 
actiOn m the matter either of quantitative restrictions, or foreign 

1 The Conference was nev f 11 1 . • f 
cerlure-adopted no resolutio'::"s ~~m~cl comp eted and-except on quest1ons o pro-

2 Quotations from the Rep t f s b. C • • 
on July 27th 1933 L orf 0 .u • ommlss1on I approved by the Conference 

• • eague o Nations document C.43S.M.220. 1933. II., 
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exchange control or customs tariffs.') 1 The Conference was ad
journed sine die; statesmen returned to their countries most of 
them t~ reinforce their protective. systems. The curre~cy issue 
proved mdeed to be crucml. Only m the group of countries which 
had allowed their currencies to depreciate was there even an 
approximate correspondence between the policies actually fol
lowed and the recommendations discussed at the Conference. 

Before summarizing the development of commercial policy in 
the next three years, three minor results of the London Confer
ence should he mentioned. 

i) Equitable treatment and indirect protectionism. 

The Sub-Commission . dealing with indirect protectionism 
recommended that an "equitable treatment" clause should in 
future be inserted in commercial treaties providing for negotia
tions should any new practice (i.e., a practice not covered in 
treaties in operation) introduced by one party be considered 
by the other to impair the value of the treaty. A clause of this 
purport subsequently found its way into the commercial treaty 
systems·of various States. 

ii) Veterinary reg1dations. 

Both the World Economic Conference and the Prohibitions 
Conference of 1927 (see Chapter III, §2 above). had called 
attention to the "indirect protectionism" practiced in certain 
countries by means of veterinary regulations. Draft agreements 
laying down standard principles on which regulations relating 
to certain products should be based were worked out in the inter
vening years by the Economic Committee and a sub-commission 
of the London Conference recommended that a diplomatic con
ference should be called to conclude an international agreement 
on the basis of these drafts. This Conference met in February. 
1935 and conventio~s relating to measures against contagious 
diseases of animals the transit of animals, meat and other pro
ducts of animal o~igin and the import and export of certain 
animal products were signed and duly brought into force by a 
small number of countries. (See Annex). 

lfbitlnn. 
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The Economic Committee was also asked to examine, in con
jnnction with the International lnst~tute ?f Agr!culture an~ other 
bodies, the problem of the regulatiOns m van_?US c'!untnes ~e
lating to the import and export of meat and hve anupals, With 
a view to arriving if possible, at an international agreement. 
When these proble~s were taken up by the Committee in 19:5, 
it decided to forego the procedure of conference and convention 
and confine itself to recommending standard regulations designed 
to provide the maximum guarantees which importing countries 
are justified in requiring _from exporters. 

iii) Wheat and Sugar. 

Another Sub-Commission of the Conference recommended that 
"plans should be adopted for coordinating the production and 
marketing of certain commodities" and laid down the principles 
on which agreements for this purpose should be based. Two 
principal results may be recorded: 

a) a Conference of wheat exporting and importing countries 
called by the League in August 1933 reached a two-year agree
ment binding the former countries to limit exports to specified 
contingents and the latter 1) not to extend their home produc
tion, 2) to lower their duties on wheat if the world price rose 
above a given figure and 3) to accompany tariff reductions by 
appropriate ·modifications in quota policy. An Advisory Wheat 
Committee was set up to watch over the execution of the Agree
ment. 

In. the a~sence of the hoped-for price rise, the provision re
gardmg duties and quotas did not operate, and the net effect of 
the Agreement on the central problem of artifically expanded 
production and high agricultural protectionism in many of the 
norm~lly wheat-importing countries, was negligible. Great dif
ficulties were, moreover, encountered--owing to harvest vagaries 
-in a~plying th~ limitations on the exports from certain great 
producmg countnes. 

Negotiations for a new agreement in 1939, interrupted by the 
~ar, were. ta~en up later between representatives of the Argen
tme, Austraha, Canada, the United Kingdom and the United 
S~ates and a Memorandum of Agreement between these coun
tnes was announced in Washi?g~o~ ~- J~!Y 1942. Pending the 
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conclusion of a comprehensive international agreement after the 
war, provision was made for the control of production, stocks 
and exports, co-operation between the signatories in stabilising 
prices and the constitution of a wheat pool for inter-govern
mental relief in war-stricken and other necessitous areas. 

b) After much preliminary negotiation, an International Sugar 
Conference was called by the League in 1937 and led to a 5-year 
agreement providing for an elastic system of export quotas 
in exporting countries, a stabilisation of import quotas, 
and/or of domestic production in importing countries, and the 
creation of an International Sugar Council to administer the 
scheme. An interesting point in the agreement was the pro
vision that a prohibition of imports from a country infringing 
this Agreement was not to be considered a breach of M.F.N. 
obligations vis-a-vis that country. ·. . 

This Agreement-which represented a further stage m the In

ternational regulation of the sugar industry-has contributed 
towards stabilising and giving some support to the int~rnational 

. sugar market. It expired this year, but step~ are beu;g taken 
to keep it informally in being between the Umted NatJOns. 



CHAPTER VIII 

THE NEW PROTECTIONISM: POLICY AND 
PROPOSALS, 1933-36. 

1. EvoLUTION oF TRADE RELATIONSHIPS AND PoLICY. 

(a) The course of world trade. 

The lowest point in the world economic depression was reached 
in the course of 1932 and the following years were a period of 
slow and uneven recovery. The recovery was to be observed in 
most primary producing countries and in industrial countries 
pursuing expansionist credit and/or work-creation policies be
hind a depreciated or controlled exchange. It was in general not 
shared by the members of the "gold bloc" in which the painful 
process of deflation was pursued right up to 1936. 

Nor, as the following indices show, was it accompanied for 
several years by an equivalent increase in world trade, the rapid 
expansion of which, under the stimulus of foreign lending, had 
been characteristic of the post-war recovery period. 

Industrial production 1 1929 1932 1933 193/. 1935 1936 1937 
World 100 70 78 86 96 111 119 
United States 100 53 63 68 79 94 103 
United Kingdom 100 84 88 99 106 116 124 
Sweden 100 89 91 110 123 135 149 
France 100 72 81 75 73 78 82 
Netherlands 100 84 91 93 90 .91 103 

Trade in raw material• 2 
Value in gold 100 36 35 35 36 40 51 
Value in U.S. $ 100 36 35 35 45 67 86 
Value in £ 100 so 51 57 60 66 85 

Quantum of world trade 2 100 75 76 78 82 86 97 
1 Taken from "W td p d • 
2Taken from "R or. rf ~ton and Prices 1938/9", League of Nations, Geneva. 

evtew o orld Trade, 1938", League of Nations, Geneva. 
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Tr~de in raw mater~a_ls and trade between countries enjoying 
;el~ti;'e currency stabiii~Y and freedom from extraordinary re
stnctiOns (e.g. the sterling area) expanded considerably; else
where, there· was an almost general stagnation. 

The failure of trade to respond to rising production must be 
ascribed to a combination of two factors: first the concentration 
in national recovery programmes everywhere, ~n the developmen: 
of the home market; secondly, the new restrictions on trade. In 
the following sections, the causes and character of the new cus
toms, currency, and other official restrictions will be briefly re
viewed; the parallel growth of unofficial limitations on interna
tional competition must, however, not be forgotten. The limi
tation of competition between domestic producers as a result of 
the rationalisation and cartellisation of industries, which often 
formed part of national recovery programmes, was accompanied 
by a rapid extension of international industrial agreements, 
many of which, inter alia, allocated the foreign markets in which 
each national industry might sell its products and fixed prices 
and export quotas. 

(b) Tke currency factor and tke growth of q1totas, exchange 
control and clearings. . 

If the new protectionism was primarily the result of national 
reactions to the effects of the economic depression on domestic 
prices and production and employment, it was increasingly con
ditioned by currency factors. By 1933, four groups of currency 
systems were operating: i) the 'gold bloc'-France, Switzerland, 
the Netherlands, Italy (until 1934), Belgium and Luxemburg 
(until 1935), ii) countries maintaining an 'artificial' parity or 
checking depreciaton by means of exchange control and other re
strictions (Germany, Italy after 1934, in varying degrees cert~in 
of the primary producing countries of Europe and many Latin
American countries), iii) countries with depreciated and con
trolled exchanges (most Latin-American an~ so~e Europe~n 
countries such as Greece an·d Czechoslovakia); IV) countnes 
with depreciated and free exchanges (altogether ~orne 2? coun
tries by 1933, including the United States, the Umted Kmgdom, 
the British Dominions, Sweden and Norway). 

The first and second groups--countries with over-val~ed cur
rencies and consequently high price-levels-resorted to mcreas-
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ingly stringent measures aimed at restrictieg imports .and en
couraging exports. In the 'gold bloc' recourse was mam!y h~d 
to an extensive system of import quotas and export bounttes1; m 
exchange control countries such measures were first supplemented 
by the rationing of foreign exchang~ and later ~v~r~hadowed by 
a rapidly developing technique destgned to I?tmmtze the need 
for and maximize the acquisition of free foretgn exchange (see 
(d) below). One of the principal instruments of this technique 
was the clearing agreement; the growth of a rietwork of these 
agreements over the European continent and between certain 
European and Latin-American and Asiatic countries was per
haps the outstanding feature of trade relationships in the period. 
By 1937 about 12% of world trade, and more than 50% of the 
trade of Bulgaria, Germany, Greece, Hungary, Yugoslavia, Rou
mania and Turkey passed through clearings. 

Countries of the fourth-and some of the Latin-American 
countries of the third-group were in a position to pursue policies 
of domestic reflation without recourse to extreme measures of 
trade restriction. The fair degree of currency stability within 
the sterling area facilitated an expansion of trade between the 
members of t~at group. 

(c) Characteristics of tke new Trading Relationships: region
alism, discrimination, bilateralism, instability. 

The system of multilateral trade, already seriously affected, 
broke down with the collapse of the world monetary system. 
There ensued a general movement towards bilateralism-the en
dea-you~ by each country to achieve reciprocity in trade by re
ducmg imports from countries with which its trade balance was 
passive. · 

The same . general factor provoked attempts on the part of 
many countnes to develop their exchanges of goods and realize 
a system of settlements within restricted areas Thus the 
United Kingdom and France expanded their i~perial ~rade. 
Germany sought .new outlets and sources of supply in Central 
and South Eastern Europe and in Latin-America.. The mem-

1 Among countries maintaining f d f h · • f 
total imports (value) in 1937 b' ree 0 j. 0 exc ange dealm~s,. the proport1on ~ 
mately as follows: France 58~ .Jgt ~ •;=en~e or quota restr~ct1ons was approxl
gium 24% • Ireland t7o/c . N °' 1w2'!::r 

0
an. 52%,; the Netherlands 26%; Bel-

' 
0 

• onvay 70, mted Kmgdom 8%; Sweden 3%. 
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bers of the "gold bloc" endeavoured to expand their mutual 
trade (Brussels Protocol, 1934), while several of the smaller 
European countries concluded-or adumbrated-regional trade 
agreements for the same purpose. 

With certain notabl~ exceptions (for example the efforts of 
the 'Oslo Group', the above developments were a~companied by 
the creation of new or the extension of existing preferential sys
tems and the emergence of new forms of commercial discrimin
ation. By the Ottawa Agreements of 1932 and the Import Duties 
Act introduced in the United Kingdom the same year, a general 
preferential system within the British Commonwealth and the 
Colonial Empire was established. The German trading methods 
were frankly and flagrantly discriminatory. Through the use 
of exchange control and quantitative restrictions, the M.F.N. 
clause lost much of its value in European commercial relation
ships. 

Those relationships were as complex and disparate as they 
were unstable. Each bilateral agreement was mi generi.r, de
signed to meet the special trade requirements of, and to affo.rd 
effective reciprocal advantages to, the signatories. <?ommerclal 
agreements in truth became instruments of commerc1al warfare. 

, ' I . h' b The degree of instability in commercial re at1ons 1ps may e 
illustrated by the fact that the Economic Committee, wh~n. ~e
quested by the League Council in 1935 to examine t?e fe~s1b1hty 
of an international agreement providing for not1ficat1on one· 
month in advance of proposed changes in tariffs and other re
strictions, reported that there was "no chance at present of 
achieving such an agreement"1

• 

(d) The consolidation of restrictions; the growth of State con
trol; the p1tr.ruit of autarky.' 

Af · . d f · d monetary dislocater the post-war peno o economiC an II 1 d 
tion, emergency trade restrictions had been gradual Y re axed 

· 1 1 · s large y restore . and the old pattern of commercia re atton D · 
When the halting recovery from the depths o~ the Gr1eaft de-

. . f I' was m genera un a-
pressiOn began m 1933, the course o P0 ICY • d t be 
mentally different. The "planning" of foreign 

1
trt e ~~~eof 0 

the 
more and more widely accepted as a normd unc 

1 
mergency 

State, and the weapons which had been forge as an e 
. ent C.377.M.248. 1936. II. B. 

1 Report to the Council, League of Nauons docum 
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defence of prices, production or currency were not discarded. 
but tended to be pressed into service as permanent ~lements of 
trade regulation, dovetailed into programmes of natiOnal econ-
omic development. . . 

The evolution was accomplished gradually, often mvoluntanly, 
often reluctantly. It was most rapid and complete .i~ the total
itarian countries· but even countries where the tradition of open 
competition and,free trade was strongest (e.g., the United King-
dom-see below) were not immune. · . • 

In this development, three events stand out-the adoptiOn of 
quotas as an integral part of the French bargaining apparatus 
in the autumn of 1933; the adoption of agricultural quotas in 
England in 1933; and the New Plan introduced in Germany in 
the autumn of 1934, by which every foreign trade transaction 
was brought under centralized control and exchange control be
came the instrument of an intensely nationalistic economic pol
icy. Under a fully planned national economy, like that of the 
U.S.S.R., tariffs are irrevelant; they became increasingly so in 
Germany and Italy. 

The years following 1933 witnessed not merely the consolida
tion of measures running counter to the recommendations of all 
post-war economic conferences, but also the evolution and spread 
of a conception of foreign trade repudiating the fundamental 
postulates of the liberal doctrine which underlay those recom
mendatiOits. In one country after another, the decisions of in
dividual traders tended to give place to the decisions of control 
boards, consumers' choices to a centrally conceived "national 
interest", often far removed from the maximization of social wel
fare. Among these national ends, the achievement of autarky 
held a prominent place. Autarky, whicli found its most com
plete expression in the German Four Year Plan of 1936 came to 
be pursued in varying measures and for varying motives over 
the greater part of Continental Europe. 

(e) Exchange control and tke in/luet~ce of Germany. 

. ~his .ne\~ conception ?f trade was closely associated with, and 
Its InStitUtiOnal expressiOn was indeed dependent upon, the de
velopment of. exch~nge control. Many of the weak-currency 
deb~or countnes which had been obliged to impose control were 
anxious to carry out an orderly currency devaluation and re-enter 
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the orbit of free exchang~s, but v_ery few-notably Austria, Port
ugal and one or two Latm-Amencan countries such as Ecuador 
-succeeded i~ d?ing so. (See Chapter IX, §J below). ' 

For the maJonty, and more particularly for the Central and 
Eastern European countries, abolition of exchange control de
manded, or was held to demand, financial assistance the scaling
down or consolidation of short-term debts, the assu:ance of ade
quate markets and sound internal finance. Such conditions were 
increasingly difficult to realize. 

Germany, seconded by Italy, was the driving force and the 
exemplar in the new technique of trade regulation. Having em
barked. on a great programme of rearmament and public works, 
her trade policy was determined first and foremost by her need 
of raw materials. So far as possible, imports were diverted from 
countries demanding payment in free foreign exchange to those 
which would accept payment directly in the form of German 
exports-principally South Eastern Europe and parts of Latin 
America. Exports were also promoted by other measures
adapted to the circumstances of each market-including direct 
subsidies and indirect subsidisation by means of complicated sys
tems of differential exchange rates and the use of blocked mark 
accounts. All imports not required for national purposes ~nd 
requiring payment in free foreign exchange were as far as poSSible 
eliminated. 

Empirical and opportunist in their origins, new trading met?
ods based on the German model were gradually entrenched 111 

other exchange control countries through the dev~lop~en~ of 
new administrative routines and the emergence of new objectJ~es 
of policy· they spread as a result of retaliation or the adoptiodn 
f ' · th metho s o complementary measures in other countnes; . e 

themselves and the objectives at which they were directed were 
I. · 1 f · · Many of the new more and more a source of po 1t1Ca nctJOn, b 

trading connections, born of misfortune, were cemented Y new 
political groupings. 

2 T 1933 . THE TARIFF AGREE-
. .HE MoNTEVIDEO CoNFERENCE, • C 

S A B Tl H oMMERCIAL 
MENTS PROGRAMME OF THE U. · .; Rl S 

POLICY. 

Th 
. . · Europe and the new 

e excesses of the new protectJomsm 111 
• eaction 

h.1 . . d ked a vigorous r · P I osophy of mternatwnal tra e provo 
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The resistance of the Oslo Group, suppo.rted by several .of the 
smaller European countries such as S:Witzerland, . Estoma and 
Latvia, has already been noted. But. m the efforts to ~revent 
further disintegration of world markets and to re~tore multilateral 
trade on the basis of relatively equal opportumty the lead was 

'taken by the United States. 
On its initiative, the Seventh International Conference of 

American States (Montevideo, December 1933) resolved: 

"that the Governments of the American Republics will 
promptly undertake .... to reduce the ~igh t~ade barrie~s 
through the negotiation of comprehens.Ive bilateral . reci
procity treaties based on mutual concessiOns .... 

"Agreements entered into shall include the most-favoured
nation clause .... " 

This resolution was a precursor of the programme of reciprocal 
trade agreements on which the United States Government was· 
authorized to embark by the Reciprocal Tariff Agreements Act 
of May 1934. The Act marked a turning point in United States 
commercial policy, for it involved the abandonment of the hither
to jealously guarded tariff autonomy. It granted the President, 
fQr the period of three years, the power to lower existing Customs 
duties up to 50% in return for concessions from other States. 
Agreements under the Act were to be based on the unconditional 
M.F.N. clause, the benefits of which, however, could be withheld 
from any country discriminating against United States commerce. 

The Act ~as renewed in 1937, and again in 1940; in the first 
three years of its existence treaties were concluded with Cuba, 
Brazil, Belgium, Haiti, Sweden, Colombia Canada Honduras, 
the Netherlands (and colonies), and Finlan'd. The ;ggregate ef
fect of these agreements on the volume of trade between and the 
l~vel of tariffs maintained by the contracting parties was con
siderable. 

Moreover it was the intention and in some, but not all, cases, 
the effect of the~e agreemen.ts not merely to increase the volume 
of trade but to mcrease Umted States imports in relation to ex
ports .and ~bus bring the United States trading position more 
mto lme With that appropriate to a great creditor country. 
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Th.: U~ited Kingdom, tho~gh not unaffected by the trend 
towards ?!lateral trade regula~1on, also threw her weight into the 
balance m favour of the mamtenance of the basic institutions 
?f an internati~nal tr.ading system. The salient developments 
m her commerc~al pohcy may be briefly noted. 

The Ottawa Agreements of August 1932 had set up an elab
orate system of tariff and, in respect of certain commodities, 
quota preferences between the United Kingdom and the Domin-

. ions. The Colonial Empire, earlier in the same year, had extend
ed preferences to the mother-country and other parts of the 
Empire mainly by increasing tariffs and granting rebates there
from for Imperial products. In 1934, certain colonies supple
mented these measures by quotas-aimed mainly at Japan--on 
various foreign manufactures, especially textiles. 

In the United Kingdom itself, import quotas on industrial pro
ducts were avoided but quotas on agricultural products were 
introduced as from 1933 and became an· important element in 
the trade .agreements concluded from that year onwards. Agree
ments were made between 1933 and 1936 with the Argentine, 
Poland, France, all the Scandina"'ian and Baltic countries and 
the U.S.S.R. They provided, in effect, for the purchase of definite 
quantities of certain British goods (e.g. coal) against quota priv
ileges in the British market and, in some cases, the stabilisation 
or reduction of duties in either or both contracting countries.

1 

The tariff was used to facilitate the reorganisation of certain 
British industries and to strengthen their bargaining position in 
international industrial negotiations (e.g. the negotiations. be
tween the British Iron and Steel Federation and the InternatiOnal 
Steel Cartel). 

3. RECOMMENDATIONS BY LEAGUE BooiEs.2 

(a) Tke Committee on Clearings, 1935. 
Clearing agreements were first concluded in _order to. enable 

certain free-currency countries to collect the ser:vrce ?f the1r debts 
from, and continue some trade with, the countnes With contro!led 
exchanges-particularly Germany, which declared a mor~ton~m 
on the transfer of debt payments in 1934. The countnes With 

1 • f h • the Anglo-American Treaty of 
For the most Important agreement o t e senes, 

1938, see Chapter X §2 below. • • "E rty of 
2 See also Chapte~ V, §3d-The Economic Committee's VIO\VS on qua I 

Treatment," 1936. 
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controlled currencies established clearings in order to trade with 
one another. . 

The harmfulness of these agreements, whtch broke up the mul-
tilateral system of transfers and tended to reduce the volume of 
trade and deflect its course into unnatural channels, was gener
ally recognised and, following a decision by the 19~4 ~ssembl~, 
a special Committee was set up to make an enqutry mto thetr 
causes, scope, methods and results. . 

The Committee like most of the Governments consulted, con
sideredl that the ~ystem could only be regarded as a makeshift 
involving serious drawbacks and that it should be ab~lished ~s 
soon as possible. The best, though not the only, solutiOn lay m 
the complete abolition of exchange control, facilitated by debt 
settlement and "a less restrictive commercial policy which would 
afford minimum guarantees for export". Failing complete abol
ition of control over all international financial transactions, com
mercial transactions at least should be liberated from exchange 
control. The Committee likewise urged that the cenditions
including exchange conditions-under which imports and exports 
were effected should be left as far as possible to the decision of 
traders themselves and recommended that, so long as some fqrm 
of clearing arrangement were unavoidable, it was better to use 
payment agreements, under which the exporter is paid direct by 
the importer, usually in tne latter's currency. 

The other recommendations for attenuating the effects of 
clearings were likewise based on practical experience. There had 
been, in the course of 1934/35 some relaxation of exchange con
trols in certain Latin-American and other countries accom
pani~d by currency devaluation or the official recogniti~n of de
precmted rates, and the practice of private compensation was be
ing extended. The most noteworthy example was Austria, which 
by a gradual process of decontrol under the guidance of the 
League Financial Committee, was able during 1934 and the early 
part of 1935 to devalue, repay short-term blocked accounts and 
abolish control altogether as regards commercial transactions. 

In the course of 1935 and 1936, there was a widespread move
ment towards a simplification and relaxation of control measures 
along the ~ines adumbrated by the Clearings Committee. With 

lfnguiry into Cltaring .4grumtnts. League of Nations document C.153.M.S3. 
1935. II. B. 



-77-

the econ?mic recovery in 1936/37 and more especially after the 
devaluation of the "gold bloc" currencies in September 1936, this 
m.ovement was. accelera~ed and extended, only to be arrested 
Wit~. the rec.essiOn later m 1937 and with the blackening of the 
political honzon. (See Chapter IX, §3 below). 

(b) Agricult1tral Protectionism, 1935. 

The agricultural protectionism practiced by certain industrial 
countries was discussed at length by the League Assembly of 
1934 and an investigation by the Economic Organisation of the 
League called for. In a reasoned report on the causes and effects 
of the evolution of agricultural protectionism, published the for
lowing year,1 the Economic Committee came to the conclusion 
that "the maintenance of a normal current of agricultural im
ports on the part of the industrial countries is in keeping with 
the true interests of the nation as a whole and of the 'agricul
tural producers in particular. Such a conclusion is obviously 
incompatible with the existence of unduly restrictive quotas, but 
it does not in any sense exclude maintenance of reasonable pro
tectionist duties. Certain countries . . . prefer to afford their 
agriculture what appears to them equitable assistance by means 
of direct subsidies, the funds for which are provided b:v duties 
sufficiently moderate in themselve~ not to cause any undesirable 
rise in the cost of foodstuffs within the country". 

(c) The Raw Materials Enqttiry, 1936-37. 

The problem of the commercial access to raw materials, which 
was closely connected with the developme~ts in trade a~d. mone
tary policy referred to above, was the subJe~t of an enq~1ry. and 
recommendations by a special League Committee ~et up m ~Irtue 
of a resolution of the 1936 Assembly. The Committee published 
its report in September 1937.2 

- The clements of the problem were verv different from what 
they hal\1 been in 1919/1920 (see Chapter 1: §7). In spite of ~he 
recent expansion of industrial demand, pnces of raw matenals 
were still relatively low, stocks plentiful and, with some excep-

-t Considerations on the Present Evolution of Agricultural Protectionism. League 
·of Nations document C.178.M.97. 1935. II. B. . 

a League of Nations document A.27. 1937. II. B. 
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tions exports unhampered by prohibitions and restrictions: The 
main' problem no longer concerned supply, but paym~nt-I.e; ~he 
difficulties of countries with a controlled currency m ~btam1?g 
foreign exchange to pay for their purchase~. These. difficulties 
were partly the inevitable result of bilateralism and ItS forebear 
exchange control, partly the result of the general ~rowth. of trade 
restrictions which bore heavily on the exports of mdustnal coun
tries (e.g. Japan and Germany). Th~J: were ag~ravated .by the 
closing of the "open door'' in the Bntish C~lomal .Emp1re and 
the tightening up of other imperial preferenttal regimes. 

The Committee came to the conclusion that "the only gen
eral and permanent solution of the problem o~ com~ercial a~cess 
to raw materials is to be found in a restoration of mternattOnal 
exchanges on the widest basis". The formulation of such a solu
tion naturally fell outside the province of the Committee. As 
practical remedies, however, it recommended the liberalisation 
of exchange control and clearing systems along the lines sug
gested by the Clearings Committee in 1935 (see above) and the 
granting of financial support to countries wishing to take such· 
measures; the reduction of barriers to trade, for example -by-the 
revival and readaptation of the 1927 Prohibitions Convention 
and the relaxation of preferential tariffs between metropolitan 
countries and their colonies and dependencies. 

In regard to difficulties of supply-which, though of less prac
tical importance, nevertheless raised far-reaching questions of 
principle-the Economic Committee made certain proposals in 
a report to the League Council in December 1937. International 
schemes regulating supplies and prices, it suggested, should be 
so framed as to afford effective representation and protection of 
consumers' interests; raw materials should not be subjected to 
export restrictions, except in pursuance of such international 
regulation ~che!Ties, nor to any export taxes except non-discrimi
natory ~uties ~~po~ed for revenue purposes or to improve the· 
production, UtJhsatiOn or marketing of the raw material con
ce~ed; and foreigne~s should have the same opportunities as 
natiOn~ls for developmg the natural resources both of sovereign 
countries and of colonial territories. 

The majority of Governments expressed themselves as favor
able, on the whole, to these recommendations but did 'not believe 
that concerted ~ction was. feasible in the existing circumstances. 
The whole enqu1ry was. Without practical results. ·-



CHAPTER IX 

THE TRIPARTITE DECLARATION AND PROPOSALS 
FOR THE LIBERATION OF TRADE, 1936/38 . 

I. THE TRIPARTITE DECLARATION, SEPTEM~ER 1936. 

At the beginning of September 1936, the Economic Committee 
pu~lished a report1 in which it expressed the opinion that it was 
md1spensable for the restoration of normal international eco
nomic .intercourse to close the "abnormal gap which separates 
the pnce levels of different countries" and called attention to 
the difficulty of bridging this gap through further deflation. A 
warning was given that "no currency adjustment can bring about 
any improvement in the economic situation unless it is accom
panied by a relaxation-leading, we should hope, to ultimate 
abolition-of exceptional import restrictions". The ultimate 
objective aimed at was the restoration of "a situation in which, 
irrespective of frontiers, the purchaser can buy what he wants, 
the debtor can pay what he owes, the tourist can go where he 
wishes-without encountering, owing to Government interven
tion, impassible obstacles such as quotas and currency control". 

These opinions were specifically endorsed by the League ~i
nancial Committee which also urged that any attempt wh1ch 
might be made by ~he 'gold bloc' countries to adjust their price 
levels through devaluation should not be aefeated 'by further 
devaluation elsewhere. 

A fortnight later the French franc was devalued an~ the Gov
ernments of France the United Kingdom and the Umted States 
published a joint d~claration, the Tripartite Declar~tion of Sep
tember 25th, 1936, affirming their "common des1;e to _foster 
those conditions which will safeguard peace ~nd w1Il best. con
tribute to the restoration of order in .int~rnat10nal economiC re
lations, and to pursue a policy which wilt tend to promot~ ~ro~
perity in the world and to improve the standard of hvmg . 

1 Remarks on the Present Phase of International Economic Relations. Geneva, 
·936. 
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After n~ting the decision of the French govern~en~ to devalue 
the franc, the three Governments agreed to m~mtam ~he great
est possible equilibrium in the system of mternatmnal ~x
changes". They went on to state that "the success ~f the P?hcy 
set forth above is linked with the development o~ mternatwnal 
trade. In particular, they attach the greatest 1mpo~tance to 
action being taken without delay to relax prog.ressJvei,Y the 
present system of quotas and exchange contr~ls with a VIew to 
their abolition". They invited the co-operation of other gov-
ernments in the policy laid down. . 

This declaration was welcomed by a resolution of the League 
Assembly (October lOth, 1936) recommending: 

"all States ... to organise without any delay determined 
and continuous action ... to reduce excessive obstacles to 
international trade and communications, and in particular 
to relax and, as soon as possible, to abolish the present sys
tems of quotas and exchange controls." 

2. PROPOSALS AIMING AT INCREASING LIBERTY OF INTERNATIONAL 
TRADE. 

After the signature of the Tripartite Declaration, attention 
was turned to the problem of how to secure that general relaxa
tion of quotas and exchange controls on which the success of the 
monetary alignment was held to depend. 

(a) International Chamber of Commerce, 1936 and 1937. 

The Council of the International Chamber of Commerce at 
a meeting in Paris ori October 16th, 1936, approved a plan dr~wn 
up b! a group of economis~s, aiming at restoring world-wide 
multdateral trade. Under this plan multilateral a~treements. and 
the general use of unconditional M.F.N., were made the ultimate 
objective, but in the meantime bilateral treaties "consciouslv 
used as an instrument for the demobilisation of trade barriers;, 
were recommended. 

At the biennial Congress of the Chamber held in Berlin in 
July 1937, a detailed programme was put fo:Ward the essential 
el~ments of which ar~ similar to those which the E~onomic Com
mittee was elaboratmg and published two months later (see 
below). 
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(b) The Buenos Aires Conference, 1937. 

The Inter-American Conference for the.Maintenance of Peace 
held at Buenos Aires in December 1936 recommended ' 

~'!hat the A111eri~an States abstain, so filr as possible, from 
ra1smg ?r. augmen.tmg ~ariff barriers and every other kind 
o.f restnct10ns wh1ch d1rectly or indirectly hinder interna
tional trade and resulting payments; 

"That immediately, and to the extent that the several 
national economies permit, a policy of abolishing and 
g~a?~ally reducing the said excessive or unreasonable pro
hibitiOns and restrictions upon international commerce be 
undertaken and carried forward by each of the said States, 
through the conclusion or revision of bilateral economic or 
commercial agreements and treaties and through unilateral 
action by each country. . . ." 

(c) The Hague Convention, 1937. 

An attempt at concerted action to liberalize trade between 
themselves was made by the Oslo Powers. Under the Hague 
Convention of May 1937, the Netherlands and the Belgium-Lux
emburg Union agreed to abolish all quotas and to impose no new 
barriers on, goods from other members of the group, while Den
mark, Norway, the Netherlands East Indies, Sweden and Fin
land agreed not to raise tariffs or impose new restrictions. 

This Convention was of special interest because it brought 
together countries with different commercial policies, some of 
which afforded tariff protection only, while others applied quotas 
and one (Denmark) practised exchange control. Owing to the 
economic recession and the gathering political crisis, it was al
lowed to lapse after one year (Stockholm Declaration, May 
1938). 

(d) The Economic Committee's Scheme,, September 1937. 

In a report to the League Assembly in September 1937, on the 
carrying out of the programme of the Tripartite Declaration,1 

the Economic Committee outlined a scheme of international 

1 League of Nations document C.3SS.M.242. 1937, ll, B, 



-82-

action for the purpose of restoring normal economic relations. 
Under this scheme, in effect, the countries of Weste~n Europe 
were to relax those restrictions which bor~ most heavily OJ_t the 
Central and Eastern European States, while the latter, reheve.d 
of their most acute difficultie9' by such measures, and the provi
sion of financial assistance, were to reciprocate by the removal 
or relaxation of exchange control. · 

The Committee proposed that Gove~men~s should m.ake a 
joint declaration on the lines of the Tnpart1te DeclaratiOn of 
September 1936, setting out objectives and methods. 

The Governments, it recommended, "should affirm their 
determination to do away as soon as possible with quotas
with the exception of any whose object· is to ensure the ap
plication of industrial agreements aiming at the improve
ment of international economic relations or which are justi
fied by flagrant dumping; to increase substantially quota.s 
which cannot be immediately abolished as the consumption 
demand increases; to improve the operation of the quota 
system, so as to avoid so far as possible any discrimination; 
to achieve greater stability in the matter of tariffs, and, when 
necessary, to reduce to a reasonable level duties on goods 
not subject to quotas. Apart from autonomous measures 
wh~ch. woul~ be taken simultaneously, they should signify 
the1r mtent~o.n of undertaking a revision, 'in the same spirit, 
of ~he provlSlo?s relating to quotas and tariff guarantees in 
their commer~1al agr~ements, their payment and clearing 
a~r~em~nts bemg re~is.ed on similar lines for the purpose of 
m1t1gat~ng the restrictive effects of exchange control. The 
econ?m1c pro?~amme should be completed by provisions 
tendmg to fac1htate the freer circulation of raw. materials in 
accordanc.e with the recommendations of the Committee en
trusted With the study of this problem. (See Chapter VIII 
~~ft) ' 

"Th · . 
e countnes concerned would also have to consider 

w~et~er measures could be adopted to carry further the 
Pri~~{.Ples ~fhth~ Tripartite Agreement as regards the relative 
~ta I Itybo t eJr currencies, either by autonomous undertak
mgs or Y concerted action. 
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"!hey would a!so have to examine what means can be 
~ev1sed for ~x~endmg the system of free currencies and secur
!ng the. abohtwn of exch.ange controls, the possibility of giv
m~ ass1stance. to countnes which practise such controls but 
wh1ch are anx1ous to abandon them and are prepared them
selves to pursue an appropriate financial policy and .in that 
event, the conditions which would have to b; fulfilled for 
~uch action "to be effective. 

"Finally, it would be necessary for the countries con
cerned ~o arrive at ~orne agreement as to the principles of 
economiC and financ1al management which would have to be 
maintained by the States which are parties to the Decla
ration." 

The Committee made it clear that such general economic col
!aboration postulated a political settlement and a concerted pol
ICY for the limitation of armaments. 

'A point of particular interest is the stress laid by the Com
mittee in the above report on th~ need of convincing public 
opinion, if the necessary support for the proposed scheme was 
to be forthcoming, that an increase in general welfare depended 
on an expansion of international trade and that the preservation 
of peace itself was dependent upon the reversal of the prevailing 
autarkic tendencies. 

(e) The Van Zeeland Report, 1938. 

In April 1937 the British and French Governments requested 
the Belgian Premier, M. van Zeeland, to enquire into "the possi
bility of obtaining a general reduction of quotas and other ob
stacles to international trade". M. van Zeeland's report was' 
published in January 1938. His recommendations were very 
similar to those made by the Economic Committee, but some 
were made more concrete and others added. These may be 
summlfrized' as follows: 

Tariffs. 
• A general agreement to be concluded between Governments 

not to raise existing duties or impose new ones and gradually to 
reduce exceptionally heavy duties. Reciprocal commercial agree-
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d M F N Exceptions to M.F.N. to be ad-
:r~:~ ~~ ~;d~;~: a~~w the. fo~ation of group agreeme~s aimed 
at lowering tariff barriers, provided these are open to t e acces-

sion of other States. , · d R 
Measures of "indirect protectionism to be suppr~s~ : h-

course to be had to arbitral bodies-such . as provl e m t e 
"Procedure for the friendly settlement of dt~erences ~f an ecof 
nomic character" instituted by the Le.ague '? 19~2-m case o 
disputes arising, e.g. out of anti-dumpmg legislation. 

Quotas. . . 
Industrial quotas to be suppressed and replaced, tf necessary, 

by tariffs or "tariff quotas." 
Agricultural quotas to be enlarged, if abolition were impos-

sible. 

Financial Measures. 
In order to permit countries with exchange control to relax and 

finally abolish it and make the currency adjustments necessary 
for this purpose, creditor countries to remove restrictions on 
capital exports; frozen assets and arrea·rs in clearing agreements 
to be consolidated and credits provided to ease the transition. 

In M. van Zeeland's view a coordinated scheme, embracing 
such measures, could best be carried out within the framework 
of a Pact of International Economic Collaboration designed 
"to assist the participants to raise the standard of living of their 
nationals by improving the general well-being". 

Such a plan, clearly, could not be realized without the sup
port of the principal economic Powers, the United States, the 
United Kingdom, France, Germany and Italy. The first stage 
should therefore be a conference of representatives of these 
Powers, which, if they agreed to take part in an attempt at eco
nomic collaboration, might then set up a special bureau to con
sult with ot~er governments and draw up a programme of action. 
The conclusion of the Pact would be the final stage, marking a 
general acceptance of that programme. 

M. van Zeeland made it clear that guarantees would be re
quired, "necessarily political in their nature" that the financial 
assistance, credit facilities or facilities for 'obtaining supplies 
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would not be diverted to serve .~arlike ends. The success of his 
proposals thus depended on political conditions, which, as is onl 
too well ~nown, were never realised. The only definite actio~ 
taken to ?~plement any of those proposals was the relaxation 
of the Bnt1sh embar~o ~n foreign loans (February 1938); this 
embargo was later remstJtuted. 

3. THE CouRSE OF Poucv IN THE YEAR FoLLOWING THE TRIPAR
TITE DECLARATION. 

The devaluation. of the French franc was immediately followed 
by that of the Sw1ss franc and the guilder; Belgium, aJl well as 
the Netherlands and Switzerland, adhered to the Tripartite 
Agreement, and a series of other States-Italy, Czechoslovakia 
Greece, Latvia, Turkey-adjusted their currencies. Business ac~ 
tivity and international trade received an immediate stimulus· 
and the effects on commercial p~licy, though limited, were en~ 
couraging. Before the end of October 1936, tariff reductions 
and/or quota relaxations had been announced in France, Switzer
land, the Netherlands, Italy, Czechoslovakia, and Latvia. 

Although this tempo was not maintained, a distinct movement 
towards freer trade was noticeable throughout the year following 
the signature of the Tripartite Agreement. It was a period of 
growing economic activity, largely connected with rearmament, 
and of rapid e~pansion of trade, mainly between primary pro
ducing and industrial countries. The scarcity of certain raw ma
terials led to some important relax11tions of restrictions in indus
trial countries (e.g., the reduction or removal of duties on iron 
and steel in the United Kingdom, Germany and Japan); a series 
of crop failures accounted for the enlargement or abolition of 
quotas on grain and other foodstuffs in Germany, Italy and sev
eral other European countries; the improved position of primary 
producing countries enabled many of them. substantially to relax 
exchange control (Denmark, Roumania, Yugoslavia) or to abol
ish it completely (Portugal); similarly, Czechoslovakia abolished 
control as regards commercial transactions. 

But the movement was by no means general and the recovery 
on which it was based showed clear signs of instability. The 
devaluation in France was followed by various increases in 
costs, and thus failed to produce the improvement in the com-
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petitive position of the country that had been expected. The 
franc depreciated further in the summer of 1937 and various 
quota and tariff concessions introduced in September 1936 were 
subsequently withdrawn. A fresh fall in commodity prices began 
in the early summer of 1937, exerting a renewed strain on the 
exchange position of the primary producing countries. The 
United Kingdom took no lead in breaching the defences of re
strictions and in Germany and Italy-neither of which acceded 
to the Tripartite Agreement-the drive towards autarky was 
vigorously prosecuted. · 



CHAPTER X 

PROPOSALS AND POLICY AT THE ELEVENTH HOUR 

1. PRoPOSALS BY INTERNATIONAL BoDIEs. 

(a) League Report on Exckange Control, 1938. 

In the summer of. 1938 a joint Committee, consisting of mem
bers of the Economic and Financial Committees, issued a report 
on exchange control.1 

The Committee stated clearly that the responsibility for pro
viding conditions which would enable the exchange-control 
countries that wished to do so to return to a free-currency sys
tem lay not only with those countries themselves, but also with 
the creditor countries-more especially those industrial countries 
which were pursuing a policy of high agricultural protectionism 
or maintained high tariffs and rigid quota restrictions. 

It considered that, though the time was pot propitious for 
collective action, there was much that individual countries could 
do on their own initiative. It therefore set out in detail the steps 
which certain countries had been able to take to relax their con
trols and the principal obstacles to further abrogation. Many 
smaller countries, it observed, had great difficulties in relaxing 
their controls so long as. control was maintained by countries 
which took a large share of their exports, and decontrol, which 
had been facilitated by the rise in commodity prices and the 
value of world trade which. took place after 1935, was almost 
impossible during an industrial recession such as had occurred 
in 1937. 

(b) The Lima Conference, December 1938. 

Efforts towards freer trade-and more particularly the trade 
agreements programme of the U.S.A.-were again supported by 
the American States at the Lima Conference of December 1938. 
After denouncing (a) unreasonably high tariffs, (b) quotas, 

I League of Nations document C.232.M.131. 1938. II. A. 
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licences, exchange controls and other form_s of quanti~ative re
strictions and (c) discrimination of all kmds, the Lima Con
ference resolved: 

"To endorse the 'negotiation of trade agreements, embodying 
the principle of equality of treatme.nt, as the ~ost. be~e
ficial and effective method of extendmg and facihtatmg In

ternational trade". 
and recommended the substitution of reasonable tariffs for other 
forms of trade restriction. 

(c) The Economic Committee and the International Chamber 
of Commerce, June 1939. 

In its Observations on the Present Prospects of Commercial 
Policy published in June 1939, the League Economi~ Com
mittee put forward a series of interrelated proposals designed to 
achieve some progress-whatever the limitations imposed by 
existing circumstances-in the direct.ion of greater freedom and 
equality of trade. Countries desiring to see a "progressive, all
round expansion of trade on the basis of the maximum possible 
freedom and equality" were invited to adopt a dynamic policy 
aimed at a common objective-namely, 'an improvement in 
standards of living the world over". To this end it was hoped 
that each country would examine with every other what tariff or 
other concessions it was prepared to make and anxious to obtain. 
Free currency countries should maintain a liberal commercial 
policy; countries with controlled currencies should relax control 
as opportunity offered and be given every possible help from 
outside. Except in cases of flagrant discrimination, most-fav
oured-nation treatment should not be withheld from countries 
practising exchange control, since any measures tending to divide 
the world still further into two opposing camps would, it was 
considered, defeat the purpose in view. 

The International Chamber of Commerce, at its Tenth Con
gress (C?penhagen, Ju?e 1939), made a bid for political appease
ment through economic appeasement, advocating "a procedure 
and policies which will render unnecessary the movement of 
armies across frontiers and which will substitute therefor an in
creasing movement of goods, services and capital". "Believing 
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that the gat~way to peace is still open", it recommended that 
~xpe~ts apfpomd~ed by each ~f the Great Powers should formulate 
a P an o. a JUstme~t which will give to all countries of the 

world a fair opportumty to share the resources of the world". 

2. ATTEMPTS BY GovERNMENTS TO IMPROVE THE CoNDITIONs 
OF INTERNATIONAL TRADE. 

Among t~e efforts _made in this period to realise some progress 
alon~ the lmes consistently advocated by international bodies, 
mention must first be made of the later United States tariff agree
ments. 

By the outbreak of the war, the United States had concluded 
agreements-the effect of which on world trade was enhanced 
through the operation of M.F.N,-with 20 countries, covering 
about 60% of her trade. The most important were the Agree
ments concluded with the United Kingdom (including the British 
non-self-governing Empire) and Canada 1 in November 1938. 
which not only brought about a· reduction in tariffs on a sub
stantial volume of world trade but a relaxation of the British 
Imperial Preference system and thus an extension of the prin
ciple of equal trading opportunity. 

Other moves in the same direction were the Anglo-Irish Trade 
Agreement of April 1938, putting an end to the commercial war 
between those two countries, the abolition of numerous quotas 
by France and Belgium in August of the same year, and the at
tenuation of licencing restrictions in Australia and Denmark. 

In Januacy and March 1939, discussions took place between 
representatives of British and German industries, at which the 
broad lines of aJar-reaching agreement were worked out regard
ing the allocation of markets for co.al and certain industrial prod
ucts on the basis of a system of cartels supported by the Gov
ernments concerned. This plan, it may be noted, would have 
involved an important modification of British commercial policy. 
The negotiations were abandoned after the occupation of Czecho
slovakia by Germany. 

1 This agreement revised and extended the earlier agreement between the U. S. A. 
and Canada concluded in 1935. 
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3. THE CouRsE oF PoLICY, 1938-1939. 

The fall in commodity prices in 1937 and the business rec.es
sion accompanying it were arrested in the course of the ~ollowmg 
year and trade again moved up~ards; ~ut the favorable mflue~ce 
of economic factors on commercial pohcy was henceforth heavily 
outweighed by the political crisi~. Faced wi~h the p~ospect of 
another universal war the most hberal countnes of Europe were 
obliged to take preca~tionary measures at home involving new 
restrictions.....,...measures such as restrictions on the export of food
stuffs and raw materials, the intensification of agricultural pro
duction, the safeguarding and expansion of vital. industries. 

Eleventh hour attempts at economic appeasement in Europe,
for example, the Anglo-German discussions mentioned above
were frustrated by political events. There was a modest revival 
of international lending, mainly in the form of Government loans 
and export credits, behind which, however, political motives were 
clearly discernible. Otherwise, the main tendencies noted in 
preceding years continued to operate and were in some cases 
accentuated-the struggle for self-sufficiency; the movement 
towards State regulation of trade; the disintegration of world 
markets; the concentration of trade between members of eco
nomic or currency "blocs" (for example, the United Kingdom 
with the sterling area and the Empire, Japan with her posses
sions and Manchuria, Germany with South-Eastern Europe); 
the ~imultaneous extension in different geographical spheres of 
relations based on comparatively free trade individual transac
tions and ~o~-discrimination, and of the sy~tem of closely regu
lat~d, restriCtive and necessarily discriminatory trading under a 
regime of exchange control. 

This conflict of commercial policies-the main lines of which 
have been indi~~ted in <:hapter VIII above-was a striking fea
ture of the twilight penod preceding the outbreak of war. In 
German~ and Italy, the rigorous control of capital movements 
an~ fore1gn trade had become an indispensible element in the 
pohcy of mobilising all national resources for purposes of mili
tary preparedn~ss. The maintenance and development of ex
chan~e control m these and the smaller countries which had in
c~e1~smgly come under their economic influence was thus essen
tla y an aspect of the gathering political conflict. 



ANNEX 

PARTIES TO INTERNATIONAL AGREEMENTS AFFECTING 

CoMMERCIAL RELATIONSHIPS CoNCLUDED AND BRoUGHT INTO 

FoRcE UNDER THE AusPICES OF THE LEAGUE oF NATIONS 

I. CusToMs FoRMALITIEs. 

International Convention relating to the Simplification of Cus
toms Formalities. Geneva, November 3rd, 1923. Entered into 
force: November 27th, 1924. 

Australia 
Austria 
Belgium 
Brazil 
United Kingdom 
Bulgaria 
China 
Czechoslovakia 
Denmark 
Egypt 
Estonia 
Finland 
France 
Germany 
Greece 
Hungary 
India 
Iran 

Iraq 
Italy 
Latvia 
Luxemburg 
Morocco (French Prot.) 
Netherlands 
New Zealand 
Norway 
Poland 
Roumania 
Union of South Africa 
Sweden 
Switzerland 
Syria & Lebanon 
Thailand 
Tunis (French Prot.) 
Yugoslavia 
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II. INTERNATIONAL CoMMERCIAL ARBITRATION. 

I). Protocol on Arbitration clauses. Genev_a, September 24th, 
1923. Entered into force July 28th, 1924. 

Albania Italy 
Austria Japan 
Belgium Luxemburg 
Brazil Monaco 
United Kingdom Netherlands 

Various Britisk Colonies, • Netherlands Indies, 
Protectorates, Overseas Surinam; Curacao 
territ.ories and territoriei Newfoundlan.d 
under Britisk Mandate. New Zealand 

Czechoslovakia Norway 
Denmark Poland · 
Danzig Portugal 
Estonia Roumania 
Finland Southern Rhodesia 
France Spain 
Germany Sweden 
Greece Switzerland 
India Thailand 
Iraq 

2). Convention on the Execution of Foreign Arbitral Awards. 
Geneva, September 26th, 1927. Entered into force July 25th, 
1929. 

Austria . 
Belgium 
BeJgian Congo & Ruanda

Urundi 
United Kingdom 

Various Britisk Colonies, 
Protectorates, Overseas 
territories and territories 
under Britisk Mandate. 

C~echoslovakia 
Denmark 
Danzig 
Estonia 
Finland 
France 
Germany 

Greece 
India 
Italy 
Luxemburg 
Netherlands 
Netherlands Indies, 

Surinam, Curacao 
Newfoundland 
New Zealand 
Portugal 
Roumania 
Spain 
Sweden· 
Switzerland 
Thailand 
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rn::,ABOLITION oF IMPo~T AND ExPoRT PRoHIBITioNs AND R _ 
t ~.TRI?TIONS. . · · E 

. 1),.: International Conventio.n (and Protocol) for the Aboli
tiOn. of Import and Export Prohibitions. Geneva November 8th· 
tnn ' · 

i).. ·supplementary Agreement (and Protocol) to the Conven
tion Q( November 8th, 1927. Geneva, July 11th, 1928. 

Entered into force-January 1st, 1930 
Lapsed -June 30th, 1934 

•Austria 
· •Belgium 
, tUnited Kingdom 
•czechoslovakia 
tDenmark 
•Finland 
•France 
•Germany 
.•Hungary 
•Italy 

tJapan 
•Luxemburg 
tNetherlands and Curacao 
tNorway 
tPortugal 
•Roumania 
•sweden 
•switzerland 
tUnited States of America 
•Yugoslavia 

Note-Countries marked • ceased to be bound by these instruments as from July 
1st, 1930; those marked t withdrew between that date and June 30th, 1934. 

IV. ExPoRTATION oF HIDEs, SKrNs ~ND BoNEs. 

1). International Agreement relating to the ~xportation of 
Hides and Skins, with Protocol. Geneva, July lith, 1928. En
tered into force October 1st, 1929. 

Austria 
Belgium 

· United Kingdom 
Czechoslovakia 
Denmark 
Finland 
France 
Germany 
Hungary 

Italy 
Luxemburg 
Netherlands 
Norway 
Poland 
Roumania 
Sweden 
Switzerland 
Yugoslavili 
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2). International Agreement' relating to the Exportatio~ of 
Bones, with Protocol. Geneva, July 11th, 1928. Entered mto 

force. Octpper 1st;, 1929. • · '. · 
·· ' ·Italy' · 

Austria 
Belgium · 
United Kingdom 
· Czechoslovakia 
Denmark·;" ··' 

•Finland, . 
France·' 1 c 

·Germany:.····' 
Hpnga_ry. 

,_ .. ; 

• D.enounced by Finla.od .iri }93,6 •. 
·, . ' ' ~ 

V: 'VETERI~ARY. Q~~sii~~S~ 

Luxemburg 
Netherlands 

:Norway ·"' 
'·Poland · 
Roumania 
Sweden·" · 
Switzerland 
Yugoslavia 

1) Int~~n!ltionaLCbnv~~tion for the Campaign' against Con
tagious Pisea~es"of',A.hi~als. Geneva,lfelll:uary 20~K 1935. En-
tered into for!=e Ml!rch: 23.td, 1938. · · 

'iel~um' •· · ·. ' · Poland 
Bulgaria. · Roumania 
Iraq . U.S.S.R. 
Latvia · Turkey 

2). Internatiomil Convell,tion concerning •the; Export and Im
port. of certain Animal Product$ .. Gett~ya,~FeQruazy ~Oth, 1935. 
Entered into force December 6th, 1938.· . : .. ·: . 

Belgium 
Bulgaria 
Latvia 

-.·.· 

: . ROUn1~alli~. 
U.S.S.R. 
Turkey 

• : • • • • • . . '·-- I ·r \ ~ - - .. · ~ ~ 
. 3 . Internationaf Convention concerning <'the Transit of Ani
mak; Meat. and. other ~Products of Animal Origin. Geneva, Feb
ruary 20th, 1935.'·''Enfeteg into force December 6th, 1938. 

Belgium Rourriania ' 
Bulgaria U.S.S.R. 
Latvia Turkey 



VI.: ~UljiFIC!\TION OF LAws ON BrLLs OF ExcHANGE, PRoMxs 
·sbR.iNons:AND .CHEQUES>.' · ; ''.· .··.- - · · '· 
-~· .. ::•t'!l~ ._ ~~'': .· I~.·:,.,_ • ,"'-'_.'..._,, •,',' '·.·; .. ',7:"' <'• ·>'·: .t • • 

1); ·Convention for the Settlement of certain COnflicts of La:wt 
in <;gnpe~tioi:t with Bills of &charig~ ;nd; F~d~~s~zy Not~s, a~.d 
Pz:ol~j,;['ql;:;· ·Geneva, ]t,~,n~ .7.th, 1930 . .- Entered into force -January 
lst,,JQ~4: •. · : · 

·,~;A~s~ji~ t ·, ·~ 
. Belgium 
Danzig,· 

,.'Denmark 
I• .'. • •• ' 
"Finland. 
;·y;~~ce . , . 
::Germany 
'Gt:eece 
~Italy· 

Japan 
~ -~ ' •. l 

. Monaco :, · , . 
Netherlands .. · ...... . 

. Netherlands jndies, 
. · . Curacao and Surinam . Norway ., · · 
· 'Poland • 

'Portugal 
Sweden 
Switzerland<. · 
u.s.~.R, 

~:~:.:2). ·convention for the. Settiemerit of Certain·Confiicts of 
: ·ta~s ix~ conne~tibn with. Cheques, and Protocol. Geneva, March 
;l?:th,. 1931. ·. Ente;ed into force J an~ary 1St, 1934, 
. ··.~,..- '. . ~ . 

~ f'" -~ ••• ~\ 

Danzig Netherlands . , 
· Denmark Netherlands Indies, 
'Finland · Curacao ~nd S.!f!:inam 

. FraJ1ce 'Ni~aragua 
Germany Noi'Way 

·· Poland 
Greece . Portugal 
Italy Sweden 
Japan Switzerland 
Monaco 
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3). Convention providing a Uniform Law for Bills of Exchange 
and Promissory Notes, and Protocol. Geneva, June 7th, 1930. 
Entered into force January 1st, 1934:. 

Austria 
Belgium 
Danzig 
Denmark 
Finland 
France 
Germany 
Greece 
Italy 
Japan 

Monaco 
Netherlands 
Netherlands Indies, 

Curaco and Surinam 
Norway 
Poland 
Portugal 
Sweden 
Switzerland 
U.S.S.R. 

4).Convention providing a Uniform Law for Cheques, with 
Protocol. Geneva, March 19th, 1931. Entered into force J anu
ary 1st, 1934. 

Danzig 
Denmark 
Finland 

·France 
Germany 
Greece 
Italy 
Japan 
Monaco· 

Netherlands 
Netherlands Indies, 

Curaco and Surinam 
Nicaragua · 
Norway 
Poland 
Portugal 
Sweden 
Switzerland 
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S:)~.:Convention on the Stamp Laws in connection with Bills 
of E;xchange and Promissory Notes, and Protocol. Geneva, June 
7th; ·1930. Entered into force January 1st, 1934. 

·Australia Italy 
':'Austria Japan 
. :. Belgium Monaco 

United Kingdom Netherlands 
Various British Colonies, Netherlands Indies, 
Protectorates, Overseas Curaco and Surinam 
territories and territories Newfoundland 
under Br!tish Mandate~ Norway 

Danzig Poland 
Denmark Portugal 
Finland Sweden 
France Switzerland 
Germany U.S.S.R. 
Ireland 

6). Convention on the Stamp Laws in connection with 
Cheques, and Protocol. Geneva, March 19th, 1931. Entered 
into force November 29th, 1933. 

Australia 
United Kingdom 

Various British Colonies, 
Protectorates, Overseas 
territories and territories 
under British Mandate. 

Danzig 
Denmark 
Finland 
France 
Germany 
Greece 
Ireland 

Italy 
Japan 
Monaco 
Netherlands 
Netherlands Indies, 

Curaco and Surinam 
Nicaragua 
Norway 
Poland 
Portugal 
Sweden 
Switzerland 



PART II 

;::AN ANALYSIS OF THE REASONS 

.. FOR THE SUCCESS OR FAILURE 

OF INTERNATIONAL PROPOSALS 



CHAPTER I 

INTRODUCTION 

In P?rt I of this study,. the commercial policy pursued by 
States m the mter-war penod was compared with the recom
mendations on the subject made by international conferences 
com?'lit~ees, and . other authoritative bodies. In regard to th~ 
crucial Issues, there emerged from that comparison a striking 
paradox: the international conferences unanimously recom
mended, and the great majority of Governments repeatedly pro
claimed their intention to pursue, policies designed to bring about 
conditions of "freer and more equal trade"; yet never before in 
history were trade barriers raised so rapidly or discrimination so 
generally practised. · In spite of this paradox, however, a great 
deal was accomplished by these various international bodies 
in the field of commercial policy during the inter-war period. 

The objects of this second part of the study are: 

(a) to consider the reasons for the success, the partial suc
cess, or the failure of the recommendations of the conferences, and 

(b) to draw lessons from those successes and failures. 

We shall have to examine not only the reasons why commer
cial policy followed the !=ourse we know it to have ~ollowed, but 
also why the recommendations took the form they d1d. w_e shall 
have to examine whether the procedures adopted were smted to 
their purpose ~nd to consider the varying fort~nes of e~ch group 
of proposals at different periods. Only thus Will we be m a posi
tion to draw lessons from the experience presented. 

The great international conferences of the first post-Armistice 
decade aimed at the following main objects: 

(a) the extension of the code of inter~ationa.I co~mercial law, 
the extension of international commercial arbitr.atiOn, th~ .gen
eral application of administrative principles tendmg t~ f.acJht~te 
trade and the removal of various legal, fiscal and admmistratJve 

obstructions to trade; 
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(b) the abolition of war-time trade prohibitio~s. ~nd controls 

d I t the removal of the hard core of prohibmons and re-
an , a er, f · 
strictions that remained in a number o countries; 

(c) the restoration of pre-war tariff practices involving 

(i) the suppression of fighting tariffs and measures of 
tariff warfare; 

(ii) the re-establishment of the system of long-ten~ com-

(iii) 

(iv) 

mercial treaties which had been shattered durmg the 
war· 
the 'restoration of multilateral trade by the removal of 
-all forms of discrimination and the widest possible ap
plication of the most-favored-nation P_l\inci~le; 
greater stability in tariff rates and classtficattons. 

(d) the elimination of "excessive" or "artificial" rates and, 
later, the general reduction of tariff levels; 

(e) special agreements between some of the small countries of 
Central and Eastern Europe for the purpose of achieving (b), 
(c) and (d). 

Substantial progress was made in regard to (a)-relatively 
minor matters not affecting the central issues of policy-through
out ~he inter-war period, but more especially up to 1930 or 1931. 
On (b) and the various problems falling under (c), the heritage 
of the Great War was partly liquidated and some progress made 
towards a restoration of "normal" practices; but such progress 
was limited and, by and large, all that had been gained-and 
more-was lost after 1929. In regard to (d), the reduction of 
tariff levels-the central recommendation of the World Economic 
Conference of 1927, an objective proclaimed by business and 
labour opinion in almost all countries and to the realization of 
which the States Members of the League of Nations pledged 
themselves in no uncertain terms-nothing whatever was 
achieved, unless one counts as an achievement tile temporary 
lull in the protectionist hurricane that occurred in 1927 and 
1928. The efforts to bring about (e) failed almost completely. 

After 1929, as the Great Depression deepened measures of . . . . , 
quantitative restnct10n on trade, exchange controls and open 
and concealed discriminatory practices, again made their ap-
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pearance, especially in Europe. The International Monetary 
and Economic Conference of 1933 and a long series of lesser 
gatherings, official and unofficial, world-wide and continental, 
reaffirmed the basic doctrines set forth at Brussels, at Genoa, and 
at Geneva in the 1920's. By one plan after another-the Oslo 
Pact of 1930, the Ouchy Convention and the Stresa plan of 1932, 
the Tripartite Agreement of 1936, the Van Zeeland proposals of 
1938-Governments sought to find some practical means of ap
plying those doctrines or of creating conditions which would 
facilitate their application. All those efforts failed; the recom
mendations were practically without effect. 



CHAPTER II 

INTERNATIONAL COMMERCIAL AND FISCAL 
LEGISLATION 

1. PROPOSALS AND AcHIEVEMENTS 

Before taking up the problems of commercial polic~ proper, 
we may deal very briefly with the group of problems m regard 
to which substantial success was achieved. These problems 
were, as stated above, of four kinds: . 

(a) the development of an international code of commerc1al 
law· 

(i,) the extension of international commercial arbitration; 
(c) the general acceptance of certain administrative principles 

tending to facilitate trade; 
(d) the removal of certain legal, fiscal and administrative ob

structions to international trade. 
They may be considered together and in roughly chronological 

order: 1 

(i) Simplification of Customs Formalities. 

"The removal of obstacles to trade created by instability in 
administrative and legal measures and the publication of tariffs 
in easily accessible form," which the Genoa Conference had 
recommended, was substantially achieved by the International 
Convention of 1923. This Convention also provided for the 
simplification of regulations and procedure, for greater expedi
tion and non-discrimination in the application of regulations, for 
appropriate means of redress, for greater facilities to commercial 
travellers and for the simplification of formalities regarding "cer
tificates of origin". 

The Economic Committee was able to record in 1927 that 
"striking progress" had been achieved as a result of the Con
vention, which was brought into force in some 35 countries. 

1 For a fuller description, see Part I, Chapters II (§2 and 3), V (§2,c) and 
VII (§2,ii.). . 
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(ii) The Preventirm of Unfair Competition. 

Before the la~t War, certain international Conventions relating 
to the suppress•.on of unfair competition had been entered into, 
?ut t~e protection thus afforde~ was inadequate because many 
1mpo1 tant States were not Parties, because the practices to be 
repr~s~ed were not clearly defined and because the procedure for 
obtammg redress was defective. 

T~ese difficulties were partly met by the International Con
ventiOn for the Protection of Industrial Property of 1925-
based on drafts worked out by the League Economic Commit
tee-which was brought into force in some 25 States and terri
tories, and by the supplementary international agreement con
cluded in 1934. 

Of greater importance was the development of 

(iii) l1tternational Conl/mercial Arbitration. 

It was essential to the efficient functioning of a system of arbi
tration, such as was being built up by the International Chamber 
of Commerce, that the validity of arbitration clauses in com
mercial contracts between parties in different countries should 
be recognized by national courts. At the instance of the Genoa 
Conference, the League Economic Committee worked out an 
international protocol for this purpose. This Protocol, which 
was opened for signature in 1923, provided for the enforcement 
of arbitral awards made within the territory in which execution 
was sought; it was completed in 1927 by a Convention binding 
the Parties-which included all important European trading 
countries-to ensure the execution of awards given outside their 
territories. The Protocol received over 30, the Convention some 
25, ratifications and accessions. 

(iv) Assimilation of Laws regarding Bills of Lading and Bills of 
Exchange. 

Following the recommendation of the Brussels Conference in 
1920 on this subject, the Hague rules relating to bills of lading, 
drawn up by the International Law Association, were incorpo
rated in an International Convention concluded at Conferences 
held at Brussels in 1922 and 1923. 
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A considerable advance towards the assimilation. of laws re
lating not only to Bills of Exchan~e but ~Is? to Pro~Issory Notes 
and Cheques was made by a senes of SIX mternatiO?al Conven
tions concluded under the auspices of the League m 1930 and 
1931. These Conventions were brought into force in the ~ourse 
of 1933 and 1934 by some 20 States. 

(v) The Unification and Simplification of C1,stoms Nomen
clature. 

The League's draft Standard Nomenclature and Classi~cation, 
the outcome of recommendations by the World Economic Con
ference of 1927 as well as the Genoa Conference, was published 
in first draft in 1931 and in revised form in 1937. It has been 
applied in many countries as an.d when tariff revisions have 
taken place and is under study in others. 

Among the questions falling under group (d) above, the re
moval of double taxation and also, perhaps, the standardisation 
of veterinary police measures, remain to be mentioned: 

(vi) Double Taxation. 

The work taken up in 1921 by the League in conjunction with 
the International Chamber of Commerce, led, in 1928, to the 
formulation of a series of model treaties, each dealing with a dis
tinct group of taxes. Between 1929 and 1939, some hundred new 
bilateral agreements for the elimination of double taxation, based 
very largely on these League models, were concluded. 

(vii) Veterinary Police Measures. 

The World Economi~ Conferences of 1927 and 1933 recom
mended that a code of sanitary regulations should be established 
by. international convention whi<:h would prevent the spread of 
ammal and plant diseases without unnecessarily obstructing the 
trade in animal and agricultural products. The three C~nven
tion.s conclude~ in G~neva in 1934 and 1935-relating to measures 
agamst contagious diseases of animals, to the transit of animals, 
meat. and ?ther animal products and to the import and export of 
ce~am ammal products-went some way towards realising those 
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ob)ectiv~s.. But the Conventions were brought into force in on! 
a very hmtted number of countries-most of th f . . y 
portance in this trade. em 0 mmor 1m-

2. REASONS FOR SU9CESS ACHIEVED. 

Now, wh~t were the reasons why success was attained on the 
ab~ve ques~tons-at any rate as regards (i) to (vi) and not on 
tanff. quest10ns and the more serious issues connected with com
merct~l policy? Let us attempt to answer the first part of this 
question and leave the second till later. Most of these matters 
related to the legal conditions under which the individuaf trader 
oper~ted. National laws on these questions had been gradually 
and mdependently evolved and substantial differences existed 
from country to country which were definitely disadvantageous 

·to those engaged in international trade. There was, therefore, a 
strong support for this work of assimilation, and, more important, 
little opposition. Traders as a class wanted this work done, and' 
other business interests either wanted it too or were not con..; 
cerned. That was the first reason. 

The second was the widespread desire of governments to re- · 
store some reason and order into international affairs. Adminis
trations were ready to co-operate in promoting "freer and more 
equal trade" provided no "sacrifice of national interests"-and 
no substantial sacrifice of private vested interests-was involved. 
This desire was strong enough to induce governments to modify 
their own conduct up to a point, as is exemplified by the Con
vention on Customs Formalities. Governments were prepared 
to modify their administrative practices but not the principles 
of their commercial policy. 

All the questions dealt with above had exercised national ad
ministrations and business circles before 1914.' Several of them 
had been the subject of conferences which yielded little or no 
result; others, for lack of any prospect of international agree
ment, had not advanced beyond the stage of study. They were 
taken up after the War under conditions of intensified economic 
nationalism and of acute economic dislocation. That substan
tial progress was made must be ascribed in very large measure 
to a third factor, namely, the cre~tion of a suitable international 
machinery for joint discussion, study and negotiation in the Eco-
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nomic and Financial Organization of the League. The existence 
of this' international machinery served. a further purpose ... Seve~~! 
of the international agreements mentiOned ~bove .~ere elastic 
and subject to numerous reservation~ .. ~he1r pos1t1ve effect ac
cordingly depended largely on the spu~t m wh1~h they were ap
plied. The goodwill between responsible officials, b_rought to
gether periodically at League ~?nference~ or Committee mee~
ings, and the informal superviSIOn e~ercised ~Y. the EconomiC 
Committee, were important elements m determmmg the real ad
vance that was registered. 

The success of the double taxation draft conventions cannot 
be explained by the above consideJations alone. Not. only w~s 
government policy involved, but also government receipts. It IS 
worth noting that the hundred odd bilateral treaties for the re
du<:tion of double taxation were negotiated between 1929 and 
1939-a period, that is, during which finance ministers in all 
countries were more than usually reluctant to make concessions. 

The support of the business world for relief from taxation was, 
of course, assured. But the most important factor may well have 
been the procedure adopted. The Fiscal Committee of the 
League was world-wide in its composition; consisting as it did 
of revenue officials, it was assured of the co-operation of the fiscal 
authorities of all important countries, including the United States 
of America; and by framing conventions intended to be used as 
the basis, not of multilateral negotiations, but of such bilateral 
agreements as might be concluded, it achieved that measure of 
uniformity which was compatible with differences in national 
economic structures and financial practices and provided a 
standard to which countries could gradually conform. 

Mention has been made, perhaps improperly of the draft 
veterinary reg~lations-perhaps improperly, beca~se it is doubt
ful whether th1s work can be classed as a success. But it is con
venient to consider this case here to illustrate two points. The 
London Conference had recommended a general multilateral con
vention. That proved impossible. Why? Because the time for 
multilateral conventions had passed. After the failure of the 
London Conference, the breaking up of the world into more or 
less antagonistic if shifting currency groups and the gradual drift 
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through quantitative rest~ictions on trade to autarky, the will 
to conclude such conventrons even on questions of minor im
portance was sapped. 

But it is not certain that this was the only cause, for these 
veterinary problems were very close to major issues of commer
cial policy. The improper application of regulations concerning 
contagious diseases or the proper application of obstructive regu
lations were one weapon of protection in the armoury of govern
ments. In all important countries, some agricultural interests 
would oppose the surrender of these weapons. 

Why, then, did governments recommend their abolition if 
they were not prepared to abolish them in fact? Here we return 
to the central problem regarding commercial policy as a whole 
in this period, a problem which requires to be c~nsidered in con
nection with issues more important than the drseases of plants 
and animals and the use "of these maladies for purposes of pro
tection. 



CHAPTER III 

COMMERCIAL POLICY PROPER, 1919-1929 

1. PRoPOSALS AND THE CouRsE OF PoLICY. 

It will be convenie~t to deal first with the vital problems of 
commercial policy in the first post-war dec~de only. A~ter 1~29, 
forces were set in motion which had previously exercised little 
or no influence and the nature of the problem was radically 
changed. For a few years after 1925, moreover, non-tariff im
pediments to trade were overshadowed by rising tariffs; after 
1930, the tariff question was complicated by the emergence of 
new forms of trade regulation and finally overshadowed by them. 

The early post-war Conferences aimed, as we have seen, at the 
following main objectives; 

(a) the abolition of prohibitions and restrictions, exchange 
controls and excessive export duties on raw materials; 

(b) the restoration of pre-war tariff practices-the suspension 
of fighting tariffs, the conclusion of long-term commercial 
treaties, non-discrimination and the extension of M.F.N., greater 
stability in tariff rates and classifications; 

(c) the elimination of excessive duties and the general reduc
tion of tariff levels. 

Let us briefly' recapitulate the main conclusions of Part I re
garding the degree of success or failure attending those proposals. 

(a) Pf'okibitions, etc. 

~u~side Europe and in several European countries, e.g. Great 
Bntam, the Netherlands, Belgium and the Scandinavian coun
tries, such restrictions had almost entirely disappeared by 1920. 
In other European countries, their removal was a slower and less 
continuous process; several countries which abolished their war
time measures of quantitative trade restrictions and exchange 
tontrol soon after the Armistice felt obliged to re-impose them 
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later;. in Central and South Eastern Europe, where trade had 
practically ceased by the end of the World War and was only 
gradually resumed first on the basis of intergovernmental barter 
then on .that of ~enera! prohibitions modified by licence, it wa~ 
not. untd the m1~dle twe?ties that something approaching a 
reg1me of unrestncted tradmg was restored. 
. There remained, however, in many countries-and especially 
m Ce~tra~ and E~st~rn Euro~e-a hard core of prohibitions and 
quant1tat1ve restnct1ons and It was against this that the efforts 
?f the Prohibitions Conferences of 1927-1929 were directed. An 
mternational Convention was concluded in 1927 under which 
the 29 Parties undertook, subject to various reservations, "to 
abolish within a period of six months all import and export pro
hibitions or restrictions and not thereafter to impose any such 
restrictions". A supplementary agreement for the removal of 
prohibitions and restrictions on exports of (and the limitation of 
export duties on) hides, skins and bones, was concluded and 
brought into force among the States principally concerned. But 
the main Convention-by far the most elaborate and delicately 
balanced multilateral commercial agreement ever concluded
finally failed, owing to the absence of one essential ratification
that of Poland which considered that certain reservations made 
by Germany je~pardised her economic life. The Co~vention was 
in fact brought into force in 1930 for a short penod by seven 
States, not including any from Central and E.ast~rn Europe. . 

But-even in that region, the process of wh1tthng down prohi
bitions and restrictions continued, by and large, up to 1930 or 
1931. It may therefore be said that i~ spite of the very li~i~ed 
direct results of intergovernmental action, t~ere wa~ no stnkmg 
contrast between the recommendations o.f mte~nat10nal confer
ences on this subject and the results achieved m the first post-

war decade. 

(b) Tariff p,.actices. 

Th 
. b"l"t whi"ch was a feature of post-war tariff regimes-e msta 1 1 y . f . , 

fl d 
. the surtaxes and "coefficients o mcrease to meet 

as re ecte m d 
currenc de reciation which many governments w~re empowere 
to intr~uc: and modify without reference to Parham~nt, as well 

. f t changes in schedules-became less marked after 
as m requen · 
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1922 or 1923· but nothing approaching the pre-war tariff stability 
was ever reg~ined, even after 1927. That failure was ?ne aspect 
of the failure to rebuild the system of long-term treaties. 

The commercial agreements concluded in th_e early 'twenties 
were few and, without exception, of short duratiOn. Fro~ about 
1925 and more especially in the years immediately followmg the 
Worid Economic Conference, treaty-making was speeded up
though serious gaps remained-and the treaties m~re frequently 
provided for the consolidation or reduction of duties. ~lthough 
the numerous treaties concluded in 1927 and 1928 contmued to 
be denouncable at short notice, denunciation became less fre
quent. The Franco-German Agreement of August 1?27 seeJ?ed 
to have laid the basis for a stable system of commercial relation
ships. The consolidation movement was, however, arrested in 
1928 and reversed in 1929. · 

The attempt to rebuild the commercial treaty system was 
closely bound up with the fortunes of the M.F.N. Clause. The 
re-establishment of the Clause as the basis of the commercial re
lationships between States was one of the few real successes of 
the first post-WaJ; decade in the . sphere of commercial policy 
proper. The United States adopted the unconditional form of 
the Clause in 1922; Italy became its advocate in 1921, joining 
forces with the United Kingdom and other traditional upholders 
of the Clause, together with Germany and her ex-allies, to break 
down the opposition of France and Spain. France returned to 
the Clause in her agreement with Germany in 1927 and Spain 
adopted it in 1928. 

The generalisation of the M.F.N. Clause was however not ac-. db , , 
compame y any general extension of 'National treatment' to 
foreign traders and firms, as was the case before the war· and 
efforts, culminating in the International Conference on the Treat
me~t of For;i~ers in 1929, to secure the recognition of a. body 
of hberal pnnciples to be observed in this connection met with 
little success. Nor did the Clause in fact go far towards meeting 
the problem of. discri~inat!on, which was effectively practised 
by me~ns of tanff s~ec!fications s? detailed that only the Parti~s 
to a b_dateral nego~Iation were hkely to benefit' frcim the tanff 
reductiOns agreed upon. Anti-dumping and countervailing duties 
wer~ furt~e~ sources of alleged discrimination, but these .factors 
dechned m Importance as the decade advanced. 
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~he reaii_Y fundamental issue in the efforts to restore pre-war 
~an~·practJces ce?tered around the problem of tariff bargaining. 
Tanfs de comb~t were a far more serious obstacle to trade than 
before the war owing to the increased margin allowed for bar
gaining and the hitherto almost unheard of practice of enforcing 
the inflated bargaining tariffs first and negotiating afterwards. 

Such changes in methods reflected the increase in the intensity 
of tariff bargaining. Never had there been such general reluc
tance to grant the smallest concession without a more than com
pensatory counter-concession, never were concessions in tariff 
treaties so limited in number, small in degree and difficult to se
cure at any price. 

On the whole, neither the methods of tariff bargaining nor the 
spirit in which it was conducted were substantially modified 
throughout the inter-war period, though, as mentioned in Part P, 
the German and French Governments officially stated that their 
treaty of August 1927 would have been much more difficult to 
conclude "if the Parties had not been able to rely upon the 
principles laid down by the World Economic Conference and to 
benefit by the atmosphere created by its discussions." 

(c) Tariff Levels. 
In the early post-war years in Europe, the level of duties ":as 

. . d th forms of trade restrJc-a preoccupatiOn qmte secon ary to o er . . . 
tion and the tendency towards increased pro.tectJOn~sm was m 
many cases concealed by currency depr~ciatJOn wh~ch_ temro
rarily reduced the effective height of duties. But WJthm af ~w 
years-and more especially after the stabilization of mofstllo ~ e 

. . b I ar that Europe was o owmg 
European currencJeS:...._It ecame c e S · 1921 
the ·road that had been taken by th~ United d t;;;2 •(Ford
( emergency duties on agricultural pro 'ffucts) akned out all over 

b T 'ff) The new tan s wor 
ney-McCum er an ·. h n their redecessors; they were 
Europe were not only higher t ; tiP and less substantially 
also-as we have. se.en-far less ;~~~::a~ a continuing tendency 
reduced by negotJatwn. Indeedd, b ns of successive partial 
towards tariff increases, effecte Y mea 
revisions. 

1 Chapter V. 
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Up to a~out 1925, the main inc~eases in tari!fs ~eferred to in
dustrial products; after 1925, agncultural duties m Italy, Ger-. 
many and France led the upward movement. For two years fol
lowing the World Economic Conference, the general upward 
tendency was checked, though not arrested. Proposed incre~ses 
in a few countries (France, Norway) "were moderated and m a 
few others some actual reductions in duties were effected by 
bilateral treaties and by autonomous action (Czechoslovakia, 
Canada); but these reductions were outweighed by incr~ases 
elsewhere, especially on agricultural products. From the middle 
of 1929, a wave of agricultural protectionism swept over Europe 
and the interlude during which the issue of greater wqrld integra
tion or greater national isolation had seemed to hang in the bal
ance was past. 

The storm centre of the high protectionist movement in Europe 
lay in the Danubian region. The Peace Treaties provided that 
Austria, Hungary, and Czechoslovakia might form a preferential 
customs 'bloc'. This remained a dead letter. Equally ineffective 
were the recommendations of the Supreme Economic Council, the 
Brussels Conference and the Portorose Conference and the pro
tracted efforts of the Economic Committee which have been de
scribed in P:lrt I. 

2. REASONS FOR SuccEss AND F AlLURE IN REGARD TO THE ABOLI
LITION OF PROHIBITIONS AND RESTRICTIONS, EXCHANGE CON
TROLS, ETC. 

The bulk of the war-time prohibitions and restrictions on im
ports and exports were removed in the United States the United 
Kingdom and certain other countries shortly after th'e Armistice, 
b~cause there was a clamour for their removal. In other coun
tnes, ~s we have seen, they were removed or gradually whittled 
down. m the c~~rse.of the following 10 years. The efficient cause 
of this demobilizatiOn of quantitativ~ restrictions lay in the fact 
that ~ost. govern~~n~s, reflecting public opinion, did not desire 
to mamtam quantitative control of trade as a permanent system. 
They postulated that the pre-war system was the normal and 
n.atural system and their opinion ~as reinforced by the declara
tions of I~ternational Conferences and Committees. Exchange 
control, Widely enforced in the post-armistice years by European 
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dountries in a weak fina.ncial position, was likewise generally con-
emned. . The restoratiOn of financial stability in Europe-to

~ards wh1ch the League of Nations made a noteworthy contribu
tiOn-enabled .one country after another to decontrol foreign ex
change operations. 

Why was the demobilization of quantitative restrictions a slow 
and uneven process in many countries? 

In many parts of Europe, scarcity of raw materials and food
stuff~ mad~ governments reluctant to abandon export controls in 
the 1mmed1ate post-war years, while currency fluctuations ren
dered the abolition of import controls difficult. Countries with 
depreciating or weak currencies maintained, and in several cases 
(e.g. France in 1922, Poland in 1925) re-imposed import controls 
in order to strengthen their balance of payments. They believed 
that this could be more easily done by checking imports than by 
allowing the depreciation of currency to stimulate exports, espe
cially as currency depreciation was liable to become cumulative 
and "self-inflammatory" owing to its effects on confidence. 
Moreover, they wished to avoid the rise in domestic prices conse
quent upon depreciation. Various countries with stable or rela
tively stable currencies maintained or re-imposed controls to pro
tect their own industries against "exchange-dumping". In every 
European country, the United Kingdom not excepted, certain 
prohibitions were maintained in order to foster industry or con
serve resources considered necessary for national security; and in 
certain cases, such controls were used as an instrument of com
mercial warfare aimed at weakening the position of potential 
enemies. 

It must not be forgotten that actual fighting continued in parts 
of Eu.rope until 1922 and that it ":as only after 1925 that. ~he 
danger of fresh conflicts receded mto the background. 1 he 
Locarno Agreements of October 1925 opened a more hopeful pros
pect for Western European relationships; but in the same mon.t~, 
war between Greece and Bulgaria was only averted by a half s 
breadth. . 

The passing of the conditions of sca~icy, the ~esto~at10n of po-
litical and monetary stability and the mtroduct10n, m one coun
fry after another, of new and higher Customs ~a~i~s rendered 
possible the gradual removal of .the bulk of prohlbltlO~S and re
strictions on the European co~tment. In the restoration of sta-
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bility, the financial reconstruction of Austria ~.ar~s an im~ortant 
date. The Hungarian reconstruction scheme hkew1se contnbut~d. 
At the Geneva Customs Conference of 19;,3, .the represe~tat1ve 
of Hungary stated that his Government might be . obliged to 
maintain the system of prohibitions owing ~o economic and. cur
rency reasons". Early the followi?g ye.ar, m acc?rdance With a 
recommendation of the League Fmanc1al Committee, Hungary 
abolished her whole system of export prohibitions and licences 
and with the introduction of the new tariff later in the same 
yea;, also abolished her import prohibitions li~ts. ~~re im
portant still for its effect on European commerc1~l pohc1e.s was 
the stabilization of the mark in 1924; the German Import hcence 
system was, moreover, abolished in 1925 when Germany regained 
her tariff freedom. 

But why was the process of demobilising prohibitions never 
completed? The clue may be found in a sentence from the reso
lution of the League Assembly of 1924 governing the League's 
efforts to secure an international agreement on the subject. The 
Assembly decided that "provisions relating to the vital interests 
of States shall not be affected". The interpretation given to this 
phrase 'vital interests' was largely determined by two funda
mental factors in the political situation at that time: doubts 
about the maintenance of peace and m"utual mistrust. Govern
ments were prepared to advocate collectively policies which im
plied trust to some limited extent. But when each government 
severally was faced with the need for formulating its own indi
vidual policy and taking sovereign action, it felt unable to act 
on the assumption that the political risks of which it felt con
scious did not exist. Hence, at no stage of the negotiations be
tween 1927 and 1929 were the majority of European Govern
ments prepared to forego their control over the export of certain 
products essential for their own national defense and important 
for the pull?os.e of bargaining with other governments.1 Nor 
were the maJOrity of governments prepared to guarantee that the' 
r~~o.val of i~port prohi~itions would not be neutralized by pro
hibitive tariffs, by arbitrary veterinary regulations or other 
weapons of "indirect protectionism". They were not prepared 
altogether to abandon their power of direct control over the 

1 Res;rvations regarding ~xport .Prohibitions on .scrap metal were maintained by 
10 continental governments, mcludmg all the principal metal producers. 
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most important lines of trade with each and every country or to 
r~~ounce completely the most convenient instruments for exer
CJsmg that control. 

In addition to t.he political causes mentioned above, there were 
profound ~conoJ?uc causes of the unwillingness of governments 
to acc~pt, m theu commer~ial policies, the logic of the resolutions 
to wh1ch the! had subscnbed. These economic causes may be 
more convemently considered in connection with tariffs which 
gradually replaced prohibitions to a very large extent a; an in
strument of protection. 

The 1927 Convention, for all the reservations maintained by 
many of its signatories, would have involved the removal of a 
very wide range of prohibitions and it must not be forgotten that 
this Convention nearly succeeded. The whole course of the mul
tilateral negotiations for the purpose of bringing the Convention 
into force would have been facilitated and the specific hitch 
which was the immediate cause of the breakdown-namely, the 
commercial war between Germany and Poland-possibly avoided 
had the hopes of general tariff reductions entertained in 1927 
been, even in small measure, fulfilled. General agreement re

. garding both the partial removal of prohibitions and some re
duction or at least stabilization of tariffs might conceivably have 
been achieved had inter-governmental negotiations for the latter 
purpose been begun in 1927 instead of 1930. 

3 REASONS FOR GENERAL F AlLURE-AND SPECIFIC SuccESSES-. R " , 
OF PROPOSALS AIMING AT THE ESTORATION OF NORMAL 

TARIFF PRACTICES AND THE CoMMERCIAL TREATY SYSTEM. 

The slow and very incomplete response t~ the recom~enda-
tions of Conferences that pre-war tariff practices and tanff rela
tionships should be restored was due partly to special and tempo-. 
rary, p·artly to general and more per~ane.nt, causes. . 

Long-term treaties and the consohdatJon of rates were Im-
possible when 

(a) specific rates were employed, as. in Eur~pe, and the future 
of most currencies was highly speculative; 

(b) new States, and State~ which had been enlarged or trun
cated, did not know how their economy would work out; 
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(c) new tariffs were almost everywhere in preparation; 

(d) there were grave political risks and uncertainties; 
I 

(e) many governments were faced with ~r~ssing social pro?
lems-unemployment or lo~ standa~ds o~ hvmg a~on.g certa.m 
economic groups-the solution of which might require, ~nter alta, 
some manipulation of tariff rates; 

(f) prices on world markets-as distinc~ from price~ ex~ressed 
in fluctuating national currencies-were VIolently osc11latmg. 

The same factors rendered the acute instability of rates and 
classifications in the early post-war years inevitable. It should 
be added that th~ paucity of even short-term agreements in the 
five or six years following the Armistice was largely due to the 
attempts vainly made by France in this period to withhold 
M.F.N. treatment. 

By the time the World Economic Conference met in 1927, this 
last factor as well as (a), (b) and (c) had ceased to operate. 
Factor (d) was less prominent but, like (e) and (f), still of 
importance. There remained a condition of uncertainty, politi
cal as well as economic, which made governments hesitate to 
take the risk of binding themselves for more than a very short 
more than possible that governments would have been prepared 
to enter into longer term commitments. Under the leadership of 
Mr. Hull, many governments actually did ·so after 1934, despite 
the effects of the depression. 

The vicissitudes of the M.F.N. clause can be broadly explained 
in a few words. All countries feel a certain reluctance to extend 
to third parties "concessions'; which are made as a result of a 
bilateral bargain. This feeling is likely to be enhanced (1) at 
a time of international tension and ill-feeling, (2) if one or more 
of the .... ~ot~ntial beneficiaries under the operation of the clause 
has r~Ised msupe~able bar~iers against the exports of the country 
grantmg the tar1ff reduction, and (3) if one or more of those 
beneficiaries em~loy.s not only non-negotiable but high rates of 
duty. The tension m ~urope an.d the tariff policy of the United 
States (as .well as t?e Introduction of prohibition in that coun
try, damagmg the wme-producing countries) explain the attitude 
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towards M.F •. N. and the effective discrimr'natr'on th 1 practised by 
o ~r means m a arge number of European countries in this 
penod. 

Nev~rt~eless, most of these countries-including the small 
cou.nt~res m a wea~ bargaining position-found that on balance 
therr mterests .lay m a general adoption of the clause. A guar
antee of ~qu.ahty of treatment for their exports in foreign mar
kets w~s !ndr~pens~ble even if o_f limited value, and the only hope 
of obtammg It Ia! m.guaranteemg equality in their own markets. 
A general reductiOn m trade barriers was also desired and it was 
assumed-at any ~at~ in th.e earl~ 'twent.ies-that the most hope
ful m~t?od of achrevmg thrs lay m creatmg a network of treaties 
contammg the c.lause. . France and Spain ultimately adopted 
M.F.N. after therr expenence of the difficulties of negotiating on 
a basis of pure reciprocity. 

If the recommendations of the Conferences regarding M.F.N. 
were formally fulfilled, effective discrimination by methods which 
did not violate the letter of the clause contint~ed to be widely 
practised. The art of specifying individual positions in the tariff 
was developed to an extent that frequently rendered tariff con
cessions of little or no value to third parties. For other reasons, 
too, the clause itself became increasingly discredited. It was felt 
that instead of facilitating, the clause tended to obstruct the re
duction of tariffs by means of bilateral or multilateral agreement, 
owing to the reluctance of governments to make concessions 
which would be generalized by it. This was the result, mainly, 
of two causes: first, the refusal of the United States to reduce its 
own very high tariff by negotiation while claiming to ben~fit 
from any tariff reduction negotiated between European count~res; 
secondly the opposition of certain countries-notably the Umted 
Kingdo~, the United States and ~he Briti~h ?ominions-to.dero
gations from strict M.F,N. practrce pe~mrttmg ~he conclusiOn of 
regional or similar agreements for t~r~ff reductio?, the bene?t{ 
of which would be limited to the partiCipants. Thrs secon? pom> 
was important-for when it became apparent that. multiiatera 
negotiations on an almost universal scale were not hkel~ to sue 
ceed, certain groups, especially the Oslo group of .co~ntnes, :wer 
anxious to achieve the general ~bjects advocated m mternation: 
conference within a more restncted area. Had general suppoi 
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of such endeavours been forthcoming, it is possible. that the 
practice of reduction through group agreements might have 
spread and the groups gradually have extended their size. Such 
a procedure might have been less favourable to world trade as a 
whole than the rapid conclusion between a large number of coun
tries of bilateral treaties embracing the M.F.N. clause, but not 
less favourable than the failure to grant concessions owing to the 
quasi-universal implications of M.F.N. 

The causes of the persistence of tariff ~arfare are extremely 
complex. Political tensions provide a partial explanation; so 
does the accident that at the time that many of the new European 
tariffs were published, negotiations were impossible and . the 
tariffs had consequently to be enforced before they could be re
duced by agreement; so, again, does the fact that, if used by one, 

· lighting tariffs tend to be used by all, in self-defence. 
But all this does not really explain why trade was consistently 

regarded as a form of warfare, as a vast game of beggar-my
neighbour, rather than as a co-operative activity from the ex
tension of which all stood to benefit. The latter was the premise 
on which the post-war conferences based their recommendations 
-a premise accepted by all in theory but repudiated by almost 
all in practice. It was repudiated in practice because, as the 
issue presented itself on one occasion after another, it seemed 
only too evident that a Government that.did not use its bargain
ing power would always come off second-best. In the inter-war 
per!o?, States were taking· over the competitive struggle from 
I~diVIdual ~anufacturers and traders, between whom competi
tiOn was bemg attenuated by the rapid growth of trusts and 
cartels and the extension of Government control in various forms. 

4. CAusEs oF FAILURE To AcHIEVE A REDUCTION IN TARIFF 
LEVELS. 

(i) Causes of the Post-war rise in. Tariff levels. 

To understand the cau~es of the rise in tariffs in Europe, it 
must be remembered that m the early post-armistice days, tariffs 
s~arcely counted an~ t~ade was controlled by quantitative restric
tiOns. .These restnctiOns, together with the currency chaos 
meant or produced great di.sequilibrium in national price levels: 
and governments were afraid of jumping into the cold water of 
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an extremely .tumultuous _world price ocean. They therefore 
tended ?~t. to JU~p but t? 1mp?se tariffs more or less equivalent 
to ~ro.hJbltlons, .w1~h the mtentJOn of reducing them through ne
g.,otJatJOns. Th1s, mdeed, was the course recommended by the 
Genoa Conference. 

Man~ of .these countries we;e new or had acquired new or lost 
o!d terntones and had to create or reorganize their administra
tive systems. They were afraid to take risks. They had to 
nurture new populations. They did not know how the industrial 
orga?ization of their terr~tories was going to hang together, and 
felt. mcapable of elab?ratmg a carefully thought-out commercial 
pohcy. The safest thmg to do seemed to be to impose high tariffs 
all around and protect everybody. 

They were ignorant of world markets and those markets them
selves were disorganized. Their old trade connections had been 
severed and to many of the small new states the cost of creating 
an export market, of appointing consuls, sending salesmen, etc., 
was prohibitive. Nor had they the capital necessary to reor
ganize their industrial life. Inevitably, their primary concern 
was to secure at least the home market to their ·existing industries. 
Inevitably, their attitude towards foreign trade was defensive. 

So, for somewhat· different reasons, was the attitude of the 
majority of the larger European countries. These countries, 
owing to changes in the economic structure of the world, had in" 
many cases permanently lost foreign markets and certain indus
tries which previously, as dynamic exporters, had upheld frea 
trade principles, now demanded protection. Governments were 
under pressure to· protect war-expanded industries in order to 
keep in employment some part of the plant and labour which had 
become excessive. 

Economic re-adjustment, particularly in the older industrial 
countries, was rendered extremely difficult by the increased 
rigidity of their economic structures, a rigidity arising not only 
from the normal conditions of large-scale industrial economies
heavy capital investment and a high degree of labour specializa
tion-but also from the resistance of organized labour to wage 
reductions. Readjustment, again, was discouraged by the un
certain future of world markets. There was thus every induce
ment to buttress up existing industries by all appropriate means, 
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including tariff protection. Where new and ~ore proll_lisin~ lines 
of production were attempted, tariff. protection was hkew1se re-
quired. . . 

In countries with stable or relatively stable currencies, cur
rency depreciations elsewhere reinforced the demands for protec
tion by industries threatened by "exchange-dumping". German 
dumping had similar effects. Either straight tariff increases or 
special "anti-dumping" duties were introduced in one country 
after another to meet such "abnormal" foreign competition. 

In the primary-producing countries outside Europe, the process 
of industrialization had been accelerated during the war owing to 
the curtailment of supplies of manufactures from the old in
dustrial countries. Tariffs were raised-in some countries, for 
example Australia, to very high levels-for the purpose of safe
guarding the existence of the newly established industries against 
the revival of foreign competition. In other words, the war had 
created a high measure of protection all around and governments 
were afraid of undergoing the deflationary process incidental to 
its reduction. 

The immediate causes of the steep rise in the United States 
tariff in 1921 and 1922 are set out by the United States Tariff 
Commission in the following words: 1 "After the World War, 
there arose a demand for tariff revision which was intensified by 
currency depreciation in European countries, particularly in Ger
many. Industries which had grown up or expanded during the 
war were fearful of the increased for::eign competition, and a 
severe decline in agricultural prices in 1920 caused the farmers 
also to advocate increases in tariff rates. In response to this de
mand, the Congress enacted the Emergency Tariff of 1921 and 
later the Tariff Act of 1922. These acts raised the general level 
of tariff rates to a position approximating to that which pre
vailed prior to 1913." 

In fact, the fears of foreign competition entertained by the 
American producers-agriculturists as well as manufacturers
would scarcely have withstood the test of objective analysis. The 
real explanation of post-war tariff policy in the United States lay 
in the widespread belief in the desirability of high tariffs as such. 

1 U. ~· Ta~iff Commissio~. Trade Agreement between the United States and 
the Umted Kingdom, Washangton, 1938. Vol. I, p. 30, 
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This point will be. dealt wi~h more fully in connection with the 
further strengthem?g· of Umted States tariff protection in 1930.1 

One effect of Umted States tariff policy on European policies 
na~ely the reluctance to grant tariff reductions from which th~ 
Umted States would benefit under M.F.N., has already been 
noted. Anoth~~· of stil! greater importance, was the develop
ment of a pOSitiO.n .of h1ghly unstable equilibrium under which 
the co~stan.t defi~1t m the payments position of European debtor 
countnes vu-a--vu the United. States was covered, and could only 
be covered, by a flow of Umted States capital to Europe on a 
vast scale. This precarious situation broke down when the net 
outward movement of United States capital ceased in the middle 
?f 1928.2 Thenceforward, European countries were under increas
mgly severe pressure to curtail impox:ts in order to adjust their 
foreign payments position. 

While this specific factor did not make itself seriously felt until 
1929, pressure on balances of payments had exercised an influence 
several years earlier on the new tariffs of weak-currency countries 
in Europe. This pressure on national currencies provides one 
explanation of the high duties on luxury and unessential imports 

.invariably found in Central and Eastern Europe; another factor 
was the need for revenue. Of all taxes; customs duties are the 
easiest to impose and to collect. The Ministries of Finance of 
those impoverished countries-in which, on the one hand, in
direct taxation was responsible for a high proportion of national 
revenue and, on the other, military preparations, subsidies and 
social services, as well as debt obligations, called for very heavy 
expenditures-were insistent that the duties on luxury articles 
should be high. High duties on such goods also reflected a wide
spread and natural desire in countries lacking capital to en
deavour to prevent luxury expenditure and promote saving. 

Let us return to consider the forces and the arguments favour
ing increased protection for national industry. We have men
tioned the grounds on which industries claimed such increased 
protection and some of the reasons why those demands were met. 
But there were others of no less importance. It was considered 
desirable, in almost every country, to build up certain lines of 
production of importance for national defence, and to assist that 

1 See page 126. • 
2 There was a short temporary revival of U. S. Capital exports to Europe m 1930. 
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development by preventing foreign competition. Even the 
United Kingdom protected "key industries"; but it was on the 
European Continent that the memories of the blockade were 
most vivid and the lessons of that war-time experience most fully 
drawn. The industrial States fostered their agriculture, the agri-. 
cultural States their industry, in pursuit of a greater measure of 
self-sufficiency and security. 

In the new, mainly agricultural, States, there were, it is true, 
special politico-strategic reasons for rapid industrialization. Each 
of those States desired to consolidate its hardly won political in- · 
dependence by economic independence; each was suspicious of 
one or more of its neighbours and conscious of the precariousness 
of its own position; each knew that military power depended m 
large measure on national industrial production. But the main 
reasons leading to policies of industrialization in the agricultural 
countries were undoubtedly social and economic. Throughout 
the greater part of the period under consideration, many of those 
countries had a surplus agricultural population. Most of them, 
as well as their larger neighbours with a more mixed economy, 
had sent a steady stream of surplus labour overseas before the 
war and were seriously affected by the new restrictions on immi
gration, more especially in the United States. The agricultural 
unemployed could only be absorbed by industry; industry had 
therefore to be built up and for that purpose tariff protection 
seemed to be indispensable. Protection was made general in 
many cases because the plans for industrialization were amor
phous. 

The position of agricultural countries became more difficult 
and the need to protect industry more pressing when the great 
industrial countries increased their agricultural protection. The 
movement was ushered in by the "Battle of Wheat" in Italy and 
the new agricultural duties in Germany in 1925. Like the indus
trialization movement which we have just discussed it was con
ditioned partly by the wish to utilize to the full ;he resources 
available ~t home when emigration was checked and export 
markets difficult to penetrate, partly by the desire for self-suffi
ciency, partly by other consid.erations, social as well as economic. 
It was held to be desirable, in terms of social stability to main
tain. a pros~erous and numerous peasantry, to check' the long
contmued dnft to the towns. As a result, in part, of the expan-
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sion of overseas production which th~ w h d . I d . 
· h d d ar a st1mu ate a w1de 

marg~n a . evelope~, b~tween the trends in agricultural 'and in-
dustnal pnces (the SCissors"). farmers h d . 
were suffi . I f I ' a a gnevance and 
. . d Cient Y power u politically to enforce acceptance of 

tneir emands . 

. In Germany and i~ England, there was a deep-lying (though 
Still ~ut hal~ recogmsed) economic reason for protecting and 
fostermg agncu.Iture. B~th these great industrial States had 
reache.d a stage m economic evolution at which a large proportion 
of th~Ir export~ ~ook the form of capital goods, a form of trade 
peculiarly s.ens1t1ve to e~onomic fluctuations. When this stage 
IS reached, msurance agamst fluctuations may become more im
portant than maximum income in the optimum year. That in
liUrance can be effected by diverting productive activities to agri
culture and' to industrial consumption goods. It was so effected 
m both countries. 

Thus the highly industrialized countries at the one end of the 
scale and agricultural countries at the other endeavoured to se~ · 
cure a better balance by developing miscellaneous consumption 
goods industries-while in one agriculture waxed and in the other 
It waned. Between these two extremes, lay the truncated in
dustrial States, Czechoslovakia and Austria, in which the labour 
rnobility factor took a special form. These States protected in
dustry to secure at least their home market, and agriculture, in 
part for rural-political reasons, in part in the hope of re-absorbing 
some of the surplus industrial population. Had they regained 
their old markets in Danubia, tha~ surplus would not have 
~::xisted. Two alternative policies lay before them-the one which 
they adopted (and possibly carried too far), the other that of 
constructing customs unions or some form of preferential customs 
regime with the other succession States. A customs union would 
have saved their industry and lessened their need for agricultural 
protection. But for it to have been economically sound (or ac
ceptable to the other States), labour mobility would have been 
indispensable. The surplus agricultural labour from all parts of 
the customs union would have had to be granted the right to 
move to the industrial centres anywhere within its frontiers. 
That solution was incompatible with young nationalism. Partly 
for that reason, partly because of the conflicting interests of other 

. Powers. it was never pressed by conferences. Nor was the estab-
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lishment of a preferential regime seriously ad~ocated, .owing to 
the rigid M.F.N. ideas that were current, particularly m Anglo
Saxon countries. As we have seen in Part I, Chapter IV, Aus
tria almost succeeded in negotiating preferential arrangements 
with Czechoslovakia and Italy in 1925; but the attempt failed 
owing to Italian insistence that all Czechoslovak concessions to 
Austria should be extended to Italian products. 

Between 1922 and 1929 the United States enjoyed a period of 
great and increasing prospe_rity. In this prosperity agriculture 
shared though it benefited less than industry. Foreign compe
tition ~as scarcely a serious factor in any section of economic 
activity. Yet before the collapse of 1929, even before the end of 
1928, it was clear that die United States tariff was going to be 
raised above the formidable level of 1922. 

The explanation has frequently been given in terms of political 
pressure exercised first by the farming and later by the industrial 
groups-the sort of pressure which has been important in all 

· countries and constitutes indeed a major problem of govern
ment.1 But this explanation is insufficient, for it begs the ques
tion why those sectional groups thought that they would benefit 
from still higher tariffs all round. Nor is it sufficient to point 
out that those who knew they would benefit pressed for higher 
protection while the others were content to follow their lead, for 
it would still be necessary to explain that amenability. The real 
explanation of the United States tariff of 1930, as well as that 
of 1922, would seem to lie "in the existence of a deep ·suspicion of 
import trade as an element of disturbance and depression and a 
belief in the beneficial effects of economic isolation a belief based 
on .the experi~nce of the preceding half century o~ more, during 
whrch the Umted States had grown to be the greatest and mC>st 
pro.sperous industrial country in the world under a system of high 
tanffs. The Fordney-McCumber Tariff was a development of 
that trend, which persisted in spite of the fundamentally changed 
position of the United States when she ceased to be a debtor 
country and became the world's greatest creditor. 

• 
1 

The p~esent coll';"'ercial pol!cie.s of the world constitute a kind of bastard social
ISm! conce1ved. not. m ~he ~ubhc mterest but pressed upon Governments by strong 
secC t1obn~dl orgamzat1ons. Su Arthur Salter: Tlu Framework of an Ordered Society, am n ge, 1933, p. 17. 
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(ii) H . 
19~~-;;;;, was Europe to accepting conference doctrine in 

• For some two y~ars. after .the meeting of the World Economic 
Conference, t~e nse m tanffs, which had hitherto been both 
steep and contmuous, was checked, though not entirely arrested. 
The hopes of gradual tariff demobilization aroused by the Con
f~rence were wrecked in 1929. It is important, however, to con
Sider how ~ear the world was to accepting the doctrine of the 
Conference m 1927-29. Was the failure due to accidental causes? 
~ow f~r d!d errors and omissions in procedure contribute? Was 
It the mevitable result of certain of the factors considered above? 
. At the <;onference, it was realized that a general demobiliza

tiOn of tanffs would at best be a slow process. Any substantial 
reduction in tariffs, to which, by and large, national industrial 
structures had adapted themselves, would have involved par
ticular sacrifices and general deflationary consequences which no 
government could lightly accept. Little immediate result was 
therefore expected from autonomous action. States were recom
mended to begin by removing barriers "that gravely hamper 
trade" and had been imposed "to counteract the effect of dis
turbances arising out of the war". 
· Greater hopes were placed in bilatera:I action for the concl.usion 

of arrangements under w~ich, on balance, both parties should 
benefit. But here, too, it was clear that progress would be slow 
and difficult owing not only to the high tariff of the United 
States and the opposition to European preferential agreements, 
but also to the non-negotiable character of the tariffs of some of 
the principal trading countries of the world. The last factor was 
of considerable importance. It was not so much the level·of the 
United States tariff as the fact that it could not be reduced by 
negotiation that made countries with negotiable ta~ffs reluctant 
to enter into agreements among themselves for tariff reductions, 
since such reductions would constitute a non-compensated con
cession to the world's ·greatest exporter. The United Kingdom 
and the Netherlands, the two countries which had not introduced 
a high ·protective system· and were ·particularly interested in 
general tariff demobilization, were lik~wise una~le to t~ke p~rt 
in negotiations for reciprocal tariff reductions. Smc~ their duties 
were at that time not subject to reduction by agreement, they 
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were unable to offer tariff concessions against the concessiOns 
they sought to obtain from others. . 

Various delegations to the World E~onomic ConfeFen~e d~
sired the Conference to enter a forthnght recommendation m 
favo~r of negotiable tariffs and the matter was subsequently con
sidered at length by the Economic Committee. But, what~ver 
advantages negotiable tariffs offered for the purpose of bilat
eral or multilateral ;~greements, it was impossible to disregard 
the fact that the principal European countries with the non
negotiable system were those whose tariffs were the lowest. It 
would have been patently ridiculous to denounce the low- (or 
no-) tariff countries for their abstention from tariff bargaining. 
The position was, of course, changed in the early 30's, when 
those countries abandoned their traditional free-trade or quasi 
free-trade position. 

The relatively small results achieved by autonomous and bi
lateral action in 1927 and 1928 do not by themselves afford any 
evidence that further results might not have been gradually 
achieved had the depression not occurred and had United States 
tariff policy followed a different course. That the manner in 
which the problem of collective action was approached was open 
to question is argued in Chapter V below; but it is possible that 
more could have been achieved in those two years had the idea of 
collective action been taken up with greater enthusiasm. During 
the whole of that period, indeed, no direct negotiations between 
Governments for the purpose of collective tariff agreements were 
attempted and· the Economic Committee, which had been in
structed by the League Council to explore the possibilities of 
agreement, found itself thwarted at every point by technical dif
ficulties and conflicts of private interest-factors which, had Gov
ernments been generally and genuinely determined to secure such 
agreement, might well have been overcome .. The Committee re
ported in March 1928 that there appeared to be no prospect of 
achieving general tariff reduction by means of standard percent
age reductions or the fixing of maximum scales. As with national 
~rmam;nts some years later, so with national tariffs, it proved 
Impossible to find an acceptable general principle on which re
ductions by different States, with widely varying systems and 
degrees of protection, might be based. The Committee then pro
posed to make a start with groups of commodities-semi-manu-
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factures, such as cement and alu · · . 

~~~spects of hgeneral agreed tarill
1

~~~~cti~: r:!::e~o 1;~i~~~;e 
er mor~ t a~ a year of negotiations with the re resentativ . 

of the national mdustries concerned it reported thai no es 
could be made. The main technic;! reasons for this fal:~g~es~ 
pear to h~ve been as follows: a) each national tariff bei:g 
ad~pted-u~ theory at least-to the national economic structure 
act1on restncted ~o one group of products tended to upset th~ 
bala.nce of the tanff as a. whole; b) since a reduction in the pro
tectiOn. afforded to semi-manufactures would constitute an in
crease ~n the p~otection afforded to the finished goods made from 
the~, .It was difficult to confine action to the first class of com
modities; a~d c) the _essence of international trade beiQg the ex
c~an~e of _different kmds of goods, it was far from easy "to find 
Wlt.hm a ~mgle group o~ commodities that compensatory factor, 
wh1ch ultimately underlies every commercial agreement".1 

It was not until the autumn of 1929, when the post-Conference 
lull was over and the danger of a renewal of active tariff warfare 
acute, that the governments decided to attempt direct collective 
negotiations for a general reduction of tariffs. But by the time 
the Tariff Truce Conference met in February 1930, the oppor
tunity had passed. Had the opportunity been seized in 1927 or 
even in 1928 when the fate of the Prohibitions Convention hung 
in the balance, it is possible that a tariff truce might have been 
concluded and some tariff reductions agreed between countries 
most directly affected by the prevailing tendencies, which might 
have been followed by bilateral and group negotiations for more 
permanent stabilization and further reductions. The fact that 
the necessary stimulus to intergovernmental action was lacking 
in those fateful years reflects the fear that each country felt when 
faced by the practical implications of applying the policies all or 
almost all advocated. For the application of those policies would 
inevitably have involved an initial shock, a reduction in prices, 
unemployment in some industries, not offset at once, perhaps, by 
increasing employment in others, the protests of those adversely 
affected and the political dangers of these protests. It also re
flects the absence of any clear popular conception, even in the 
countries that were leaders in the movement, of the ultimate 

1 Report of the Economic Consultative Committee: Second Session, Geneva, 1929. 
League of Nations document C.192.M.73. 1929. II. 
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goal of freer trade policies and the consequent failure of the 
World Economic Conference to evoke strong popular support for 
its recommendations. The idea of freer trade was not effectively 
linked to that of increased welfare in the public mind, nor the 
idea of greater economic isolation with that of diminished wel
fare and increasing daagers of international friction. 

Had a greater measure of popular support been forthcoming, 
had Governments acted with greater resolution, had oppor
tunities been fully exploited, some advance in the direction of 
tariff demobilization might clearly have been expected. But it 
is important to bear in mind the limitations to which any such 
move would have been subject. Fundamental problems would 
have remained and deep-lying tendencies and forces continued 
to operate which make it scarcely conceivable that the broad 
lines-as distinct from the accidental features-of policy pursued 
in most European countries could have been very different from 
what they were. To make this point clear it may be well to pick 
up again the thread of the argument contained in the preceding 
section. 

Some of the factors contributing to higher tariffs which we 
have indicated were temporary phenomena arising out of the 
Great War; they made an early post-war rise in tariffs inevitable 
but. they had largely worked themselves out by the end of our 
penod. Some, of more enduring influence, sprang from what it 
IS ~ow generally agreed were errors in human judgment and 
pohcy. Amongst such may be ranged the whole familiar catena 
of ~!stakes from the endeavour of certain governments to protect 
an mcompetent or unfavourably situated industry at one end of 
the scale to the two major volitional causes of the distortion of 
trade and commercial P?licy in the period; the endeavour to ex
tract large-scale reparations from Germany while restricting im
ports from that country and the failure. of the United States to 
adapt her commercial policy to the fundamental change in her.
bal~nc~ of payments. The pressure by the debtors to meet their 
obligations led to an unstable balance which ultimately collapsed 
and th~ general feeling of economic insecurity was one of the most 
pervas~ve cau~es both·of the desire of governments to isolate their 
countnes behmd high t "ff d f h . f h . . an s an o t e1r reluctance to move ou~ 
o t at Isolation and incur the hazards of a world economy. 
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But the really fundamental factors were those arising out of 
the ~ta~e of ;conorriic evolution reached and the precarious eco
nomic Sit~atiOn of many European countries and the impact on 
those b~sic e~o.nomic conditions of the fer~ent of nationalism 
~nd the mstabdity of the post-war world. These phenomena were 
I~ter~ependent; the course of policies was determined by a com
bmatiOn of the forces they produced. But their respective in-
fluences can be distinguished. . 

We have noted with what circumspection and with what scant 
results autonomous tariff reduction was recommended. This was 
?ue to the fact that, while each country believed that the tariffs 
Imposed by others were damaging to it, it believed that its own 
~ere an asset not readily, certainly not gratuitously, to be sac
nficed. There was, that is, no general belief that each extension 
of the division of labour would bring about an economy in pro
duction and hence an increase in welfare, or that each country 
must gain, even if the degree of gain varied, from a general re
duction in trade barriers. 

The economy in the more highly industrialized States had be
come so rigid that the advantages of lower tariffs were seriously 
questioned. When the factors of production could be shifted 
with relative ease from one occupation to another and full em
ployment of resou.rces might reasonably be expected, a lowering 
of tariffs should, it was argued, lead to an international speciali
zation from which all would benefit, without creating too much 
disturbance in the process. But in the post-war world, full em
ployment of resources was quite generally not attained in in
dustrial states. Labour had become highly specialized and im
mobile; wage and price adjustments were extremely difficult to 
effect. The lowering of tariffs would have involved an inrush 
of foreign goods, forcing down certain prices in a highly rig!d 
productive and price structure, and increasing unemployment m 
certain industries without any manifest certainty of increasing 
employment elsewhere. . 

In the face of this situation, which was more generally felt m 
the bones of the politician and the business rna~ than ex~ounded 
by the pen of the economist (though gradually It was quite fully 
expounded), the recommendation~ of the vario~s conferen.ces we 
have considered appear at first s1ght paradoxical. B.ut m fact 
the paradox m~y have been more apparent than real. The lesson 
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to be drawn is rather that the possibility of achieving tariff re
ductions at any moment was dependent on the phase of the 
trade cycle reached at that moment, than that no reduction was 
possible or desirable. No reduction cou!d be attained save under 
conditions of general prosperity, relatively full employment and, 
preferably, rising prices. The date for the 1927 Conference was 
thus well chosen, though the slump came too quickly. 

But the influence of the trade cycle on commercial policy was 
more profound and more positive than this. It did not simply 
determine the timing of action, it directly affected the attitude 
of the business world and of Governments to the whole problem 
of foreign trade. This point is one which will need further con
sideration in connection with the policies pursued after 1929, 
but it requires to be stated briefly here. As observed above, the 
ri~her industrial States had reached a stage of economic de
velopment and of wealth at which consumers' demand had be
come more erratic, more susceptible to sudden contraction, than 
in areas and periods in which a very large proportion of demand 
consisted of the bare necessities of existence. Throughout the 
whole inter-war period Governments were becoming more con
scious of the risks inherent in this unstable demand, the risks 
of depressions and unemployment, and of the obligations which 
those risks imposed on them. With this growing sense of re
sponsibility developed the fear that, if the economy of a coun
try were largely dependent on uncontrollable foreign supplies and 
demands, the government's power to influence economic activity, 
to avoid or overcome a depression, would prove inadequate. 

This factor was perhaps not of major importance during the 
'twenties; it became of dominant importance after 1930; but it 
resulted directly from secular changes in economic and demo
graphic structure, certain of which had been greatly accelerated 
by the w~r of 1914-1918. By the later 'thirties, a stage had been 
reached m the whole process of economic evolution at which it 
was becoming obvious that, were Governments only willing to 
cooperate, the solution to these difficulties lay not in isolation 
and contraction, but in joint efforts to overcome the trade cycle 
itself. Indeed a Delegation of the League of Nations appointed 
to report on this subject was in the middle of its labours at the 
outbreak of the present war. In reviewing the development of . 
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polic! dufring this period, it is important to remember that the 
war 1~sel broke off the work in hand. 

Whde the hig_hly industrial and richer States had reached a 
stag? _of econom1c ~evelopment which rendered them peculiarly 
sens1t1ve to _depressiOns, many agricultural States were eager to 
develop the1r. mdustry both. in order to absorb surplus agricul
tural po~ulat1on a.nd as an msurance against the risk of violent 
changes m the pnces of their agricultural exports and in their 
bal~nces of payments. It was inevitable that they should demand 
a. h1gh degre~ of protection for their new industries and find it 
difficult to reduce that protection later. It is not so obvious why 
they should have been unwilling to reduce duties on the wide 
ran~e of i?dustrial articles which they did not produce and had 
no 1mmed1ate prospe~t of producing. The purpose of the duties 
on such goods was threefold: to produce revenue, to encourage 
the establishment· of foreign industries within the country and to 
restrict the volume of non-essential imports in order to safeguard 
the national balance of payments and currency. These countries 
were poor, they were greatly in need of foreign capital, they were 
apprehensive of any action that might compromise their cur
rencies or render them unable to meet their heavy foreign obli
gations. .How could they be expected to apply the recommenda
tions of the 1927 Conference until and unless those problems 
were at least in the way to finding a solution? Nor would the 
application of the Conference recommendations by the indus
trial countries have greatly assisted them, for agrarian protec
tionism was only in its early stages ·in 1927-1929 and the tariffs 
attacked by the Conference were the industrial tariffs by which 
the agricultural countries were, as exporters, only indirectly af
fected. 

The problem constituted by the multiplicity of small and poor 
economic units in Central and Eastern Europe, heavily indebted 
to the Western World, was extremely complex and purely eco
nomic measures could only have made a partial contribution to 
its solution. Among such economic measures, however, the 
primary need was for a constructive plan to facilitate t~e de
velopment of their industries and for h:lp in th~ :x;cutlo~ ~f 
that plan. Since no action along these lm~s was m1t1at~d.' It IS 

understandable that the agricultural countnes were unw11lmg to 
take the risks involved in any liberalization of their tariff policies. 
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So far we have discussed the instability and insecurity of the 
post-wa; world mainly in term~ of internal econom.ic and. social 
conditions· but the effects of external elements of msecunty on 
commerci;l policies were no less fateful. The extent to which 
the international commercial relationships existing before the first 
World War depended upon confidence in political stability, in 
the stability of foreign currencies and in the contractual honesty 
of States is perhaps insufficiently appreciated. Such conditions 
provided the framework essential t.o long-term commercial agree
ments and stable tariff policies. That framework, shattered by 
the war, was never·fully restored. It is true that currencies were 
gradually stabilized and the memories of the Russian debt re
pudiation and the indirect defaults resulting from the deprecia
tion of currencies partly forgotten by the later 20's. It is true 
that the years immediately following the World Economic:. Con
ference were the heyday of international political co-operation in 
the inter-war period; they were also the heyday of international 
economic co-operation. But one must not overestimate the ex
tent of the return of confidence, especially in the political world. 
Reporting in 1931, the Sub-Committee of Economic Experts set 
up by the Commission of Enquiry for European Union expressed 
the opinion that "the economic development of which Europe 
stands so much in need is dependent upon an assurance of lasting 
peace; in the absence of this assurance, the nations are not con
tent to become dependent upon one another for food, raw ma
terials, or the basic products of industry".1 

That chronic lack of confidence in permanent peace in Europe 
was really of fundamental importance. It was fundamental be
cause European Governments inevitably "tended to approach the 
P.roblem of commercial policy primarily from the angle of na
tional defence and national power; if they endeavoured to en
hance t?e econo~ic welfare of their peoples, to find solutions for 
ec.onomlc and soc1al problems, they sought to combine these ends 
With th~ ove~riding political end and to refrain from policies in
co?lpatl~le With the latter; inevitably, their commercial relation
ships With o~her countries, and more especially those directly 
feared, were 1mbued with the spirit of conflict rather than of co
operation. 

1 League of Nations document C.SIO.M.12S. 1931. VII. 
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Accentuating the instability and insecurity which w.e have dis
cussed, and in turn aggravated by them, nationalism was a force 
consistently resisting the forces making for greater world integra
tion. In the violent forms which it assumed in certain countries 
of Central and Eastern Europe, it was the product of the Great 
War, the result of the enhanced sense of national unity and of 
the xenophobia aroused in the gigantic struggle of peoples and 
nationalities, the result of the history preceding the liberation of 
subject peoples. 



CHAPTER IV 

COMMERCIAL POLICY, 1930-1939 
I 

1. SuMMARY oF PRoPosALS AND THE CouRsE OF PoLICY. 

The evolution of commercial policy in the inter-war period falls 
into two phases of almost equal duration. From 1920 to 1929, in 
spite of an almost constant rise in tariff barriers, the general tr~nd 
of policy was, as we have seen, towards a return to somethmg 
like the pattern of pre-war commercial relationships; from 1930 
to 1939, in spite of the momentous change in United ~tates 
policy af~er 1934, in spite, too, of the temporary relaxatiOn of 
restrictions in many countries, as post-depression recovery 
reached its zenith, the general trend was set with increasing force 
towards greater national economic isolation and new forms of 
inter-State economic relationships. 

The prospect, gradually confirmed in the course of the year 
1929, of a further strengthening of protection in the United States 
on the one hand, and the deepening of the economic depression 
in the primary producing countries and its spread to the United 
States and other industrial countries, on the other, marked the 
turning point. The immediate effect of the first factor on policies 
elsewhere was very marked; and when the Hawley-Smoot tariff 
finally passed into law in June 1930, numerous countries promptly 
raised their tariffs. But its direct effect on the course of world 
policy in the years that followed became of secondary importance 
compared with its indirect effect in deepening the world eco
nomic depression, each phase and aspect of which brought' its 
own baleful consequences. 

The char_acteristic developments in commercial policy under 
the .stress of the depression maY. be very briefly recapitulated: 

{I) The collapse of markets and the fall of prices led each 
co~ntry to end~avour to protect its price structure and to main
tam, as far a~ .It cou~d, both the level of domestic employment 
and th.e. stability of Its currency by keeping out foreign goods 
and seizmg for Its own exports the largest possible share of the 
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dwindling foreign market. Recourse was had I . h 
h 1 · I a most everyw ere 

to t ~ c assica method of economic defence name) th .. 
of tanffs. • Y e raismg 

(ii) The financial crisis of the summer of 1931, involving the 
brea~down o~ the structure of multilateral settlements and ac
cordmgly an. mcreased pressure on the balances of payments of 
many ~ountnes, was followed by currency depreciation in many 
countnes and a welter of new and more formidable trade re
strictions. 

New tariffs. w~re int~oduce.d (for example, in the United King
dom) and eXIstmg tanffs raised, and other forms of restriction 
exchange control, quotas, etc., made their appearance and soo; 
c~me to. over~hadow tariffs as obstacles to trade. The speed 
With which this movement SP.read to almost all countries of the 
world is explained by the intricate manner in which the active 
and passive trade balances of each country depend upon one 
another and dovetail into those of other countries. , 

(iii) Most of the countries which abandoned the gold standard 
or further depreciated their currencies following the lead of the 
United Kingdom-the British Dominions, the Scandinavian 
countries and numerous other countries in Europe, Latin America 
and Asia-linked their currencies to sterling. The United States 
dollar was allowed to depreciate in April 1933. 

Four currency groupings thus emerged: (1) the gold bloc
France, Switzerland, the Netherlands, Italy (until 1934), Bel
gium and Luxemburg (until 1935)-maintaining the parity of 
their currencies and full convertibility; (2) countries maintaining 
an artificial parity by means of exchange control (Germany, Italy 
(after 1934), in varying degrees certain of the primary producing 
countries of Europe); (3) countries with depreciated and con
trolled exchanges (most Latin-American countries and some 
European countries such as Greece and Czechoslovakia); ( 4) 
countries with depreciated and free exchanges .. 

These currency developments had profound effects on the 
course of international trade a:nd on commercial policies. 

(iv) The countries of the fourth-and to some extent, Amer
ican countries of the third-group were in a position to pursue 
policies of domestic reflation, without recourse to extreme meas
ures of trade restriction. The fair degree of currency stability 
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within the sterling area facilitated an expansion of trade between 
the members of that group. 

The devaluation acted as an added barrier to imports from and 
stimulated exports t~ the countries with over-valued exchanges. 
These countries whose position was thus seriously aggravated, ' . . resorted to increasingly stringent measures to restnct Imports 
and encourage exports. 

( v) Recourse to import quotas on a large scale was character
istic of the defensive measures adopted by countries of the "gold 
bloc." In France, there was a special reason for quotas, in that 
numerous items of her tariff had been consolidated for long 
periods. 

(vi) In the countries practising exchange-control, 'luotas were 
supplemented by the rationing of foreign exchange for the pur
chase of imports. Exchange-control was rapidly developed into 
an instrument for the purpose of minimizing the need for, and 
maximizing the acquisition of, free foreign exchange. This pur
pose was achieved mainly through the use of bilateral clearings. 

(vii) Clearings were first established in order to enable cer
tain free-currency countries to collect the service of debts from 
and continue some trading with, countries with controlled cur
rencies-particularly Germany, which declared a moratorium on 
the transfer of debt payments in 1934. The countries with con
trolled currencies established clearings in order to trade among 
themselves. · 

(viii) The closing of the established channels of trade and the 
breakdown of the world-wide multilateral system of settlements 
provoked attempts by many countries to develop their exchanges 
of goods and realize a system of settlement within restricted 
areas. Thus, the United Kingdom and France expanded their 
imperial trade. Germany sought new outlets and sources of 
supply in Central and South Eastern Europe and in Latin Amer
ica. Certain of the smaller European countries endeavoured
though on the whole with small success-to expand their mutual 
trade by means of regional trade agreements. 

The .acute diffi~ulties of settlement experienced by many debtor 
countnes gave nse to the problem of "commercial access to raw 
materials." · 

(ix) With certain notable exceptions (for example, the efforts 
of the Oslo group), the above developments were accompanied 
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by the creation of new or the extension of existing preferential 
~yst~ms and the emergence of new forms of commercial discrim
mat~on. By the Ott~wa Agree.ments of 1932, and the Import 
Duties Act adop~ed m the Umted Kingdom the same year a 
general prefer~nt1al s~stem within the British Commonweaith 
and the Coloma! Empue was established. The German trading 
methods were frankly and flagrantly discriminatory. Through 
the use of exchange-control and quantitative restrictions the 
M.F.N. clause lost much of its value in European commerci~l re
lationships . 

. The lowest point in the depression was reached in most coun
tnes ~round 1932/33. The four or five years that followed were 
~ penod of recovery, slow and uneven at first, rapid and general 
m 1936 and the earlier part of 1937. After a recession in 1937/38 
the year preceding the outbreak of war was, in general, one of 
renewed economic recovery. 

As we have seen, after the economic and monetary disloca
tion of the early 20's, emergency trade restrictions had been 
gradually relaxed and the old pattern of commercial relationships 
in part restored. The course of post-depression policy in Europe 
in the thirties was fundamentally different. Except during a 
short interval between 1935 and 1937-more especially after the 
devaluation of the "gold bloc" currencies in the autumn of 1936-
the general tendency was towards the extension and consolidation 
of trade restrictions. Measures that had been adopted for de
fensive purposes became permanent instruments of offensive 
policy. Germany and Italy pursued autarky as a primary ob
jective and exerted political pressure to bring the smaller coun
tries of Eastern and South Eastern Europe within their economic 
orbit. In Germany and Italy and to a lesser degree their satel
lites, state control over foreign trade was extended to cover 
individual commercial transactions, and a centralized system of 
state regulated trading superseded the system of competitive 
trading by individual merchants. 

A restraining influenc«:: on the spread of these tendencies was 
exercised by the United States under the Reciprocal Tariff Agree
ments programme of 1934. The United Kingdom, though not 
unaffected by the trend towards bilateral trade regulation, also 
threw her weight into the balance in favour of the maintenance 
of the basic institutions of an international trading system. 



-140-

The new tendencies towards intensified trade restrictions and 
discriminations were denounced, as is related in Part I, by every 
important international gathering held between 1930 and 1939. 
Among the measures proposed as means to the desired ends, some 
related directly to commercial policies, others to the removal of 
the conditions underlying those policies. Proposals of the first 
kind were largely concerned with tariffs. The most important 
were: 

(i) The Tariff Truce, as a first step to multilateral or simul
taneous bilateral negotiations. This was rejected at the Geneva 
Conference of 1930, but, under strong representations from the 
United States Government, accepted by almost all countries for 
the period of the Monetary and Economic Conference of 1933. 
The "Oslo Group" in 1930 adopted a procedure for notification 
of, and appeal against, tariff increases within the group. It 
proved impossible to extend this practice or even (as proposed 
by the League Council in 1935) to obtain a general agreement 
providing for one month's notification of changes in tariffs or 
other restrictions. 

(ii) The allowance of permanent exceptions to M.F.N. in case 
of agreements' between groups of States for the purpose of re
ducing tariffs, urged by the Commission of Enquiry for European 
Union (1931) and the Preparatory Committee for the London 
Conference of 1933, as well as by the Montevideo Conference of 
American States (December 1933 ), and frequently taken up 
later, for instance, as part of the van Zeeland plan of 1938. The 
Ouchy Convention of July 1932, concluded between the Nether
lands, Belgium and Luxemburg, was the test case. It failed, 
owing primarily to the refusal of the United Kingdom either to 
become a party or to forego its rights to benefit by the proposed 
tariff reductions. 

(iii) Bilateral agreements, based on M.F.N., for the reduc
tion of tariffs. These received the special commendation of the 
Montevideo Conference and, after the re-orientation of United 
States policy in 1934, found a prominent place in subsequent 
Conference recommendations as a practical and hopeful approach 
to the tariff problem. 

In the latter part of this period, the Hull agreements brought 
about a reduction in tariffs affecting a substantial volume of 
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world trade as well as an extension of the principle of equal trad
ing opportunity. 

(iv) As regards quotas, a gradual enlargement of industrial 
quotas with a view to their ultimate removal and improvements 
in the quota system so as to avoid discrimination were recom
mended (e.g. by the Economic Committee, 1933 and 1937). The 
replacement of industrial quotas by "tariff quotas" and the en
largement of agricultural quotas were likewise proposed (van 
Zeeland, 1938). A direct attack on quotas was made by the Oslo 
Group in 1937 under the short-lived Hague Convention. 

(v) Payments agreements were recommended in preference to 
clearings agreements, so long as the retention of exchange-control 
made such arrangements necessary. As regards the method ·of 
decontrol, the League Committee on Clearings ( 1935) proposed 
that commercial transactions should first be liberated, private 
compensation encouraged and the free rate of exchange allowed 
to prevail in a gradually expanding field of operations. Between 
1935 and 1937, there was a fairly widespread movement towards 
a simplification and relaxation of control measures along the 
lines adumbrated by the League Committee. 

There were obvious limitations to what could be achieved by 
means of a direct attack on the problems of high tariffs, quotas 
and exchange-control. The really central problem was how to 
remove or attenuate the force of those depression factors that 
were considered by Governments-rightly or wrongly-to make 
the retention of such measures inevitable. 

One important factor, it is true, was the severity of those very 
restrictions on the world's principal import markets. Confer
ences and Committees consistently emphasized the special re
sponsibility of the richer and the creditor countries vis-a-vis 
~hose that were impoverished and indebted. An element in every 
programme, from Stresa in 1932 to the van Zeeland plan in 1938, 
aiming at the restoration of free exchanges in Central and Eastern 
Europe was the opening of the Western, and particularly of 
Western European, markets. Very little was done in this di
rection: 

But no less vital were the· problems of indebtedness, of the 
cessation of long-term capital movements, of "hot money" of 
currency uncertainties, of discrepancies between national p;ice
levels and last, but not least, of low commodity prices. In very 
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rough outline, the main recommendations of Conferences on 
these financial issues were as follows: 

1) Currency stabilization was held to be of primary im
portance. The proposals in this sense put forwar~ by the Pre
paratory Committee of the Monetary an~ .Economic C~nference 
failed when the United States was unw1llmg to enter mto any 
undertaking regarding the future value of the dollar, but virtual 
dollar-sterling stability was achieved in 1934. Thenceforward, 
the best hope of extending the area of stable currencies was seen 
to lie in bringing about an orderly devaluation of the "gold bloc" 
and as many as possible of the controlled currencies. The at
tempt made under the Tripartite Agreement in 1936 to achieve 
this result was only partially successful owing to the subsequent 
decline in the French franc. 

2) If an alignment of over-valued currencies was a condition 
of stabilization, it was also urged as a condition of removing the 
wide discrepancies between national price-levels'which had arisen 
partly owing to differences in currency policy and domestic eco
nomic policies, partly owing to trade restrictions. While such 
discrepancies remained, the retention of controls to bolster up 
artificially high price-levels was clearly inevitable. 

3) The raising of commodity prices was considered no less 
essential. This task was approached from various angles. In 
the early years of the depression, the most urgent problem fac
ing the European Conferences appeared to be the collapse of 
the export prices of European agricultural products and various 
schemes for the revalorization of such products were proposed. 
These schemes came to nothing, although some help was forth
coming through the negotiation of bilateral agreements of dif
ferent kinds between those countries and European importers. 
A more general approach was through international commodity 
controls, as proposed by the Preparatory Committee and a Com
mission of the Monetary and Economic Conference of 1933. The 
Wheat and Sug~r :'-greements of 1933 and 1937 respectively were 
the somewhat hm1ted results of these efforts. The most impor
tant of the Preparatory Committee proposals however. was to 
raise Commodity prices through the reflationa~ effects of a cheaP 
money. policy. This policy, though not open to the "gold bloc" 
countries, was successfully pursued within the dollar-sterling 
area. 
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4) Debt settlement, with financial assistance to countries 
anxious to abandon exchange control and align their price struc
ture by an orderly devaluation, was recommended by successive 
conferences. None of the general schemes of which such pro
posals formed a part came to anything; but outside support for 
the purpose of facilitating decontrol was forthcoming in the case 
of Austria and a few countries which relaxed their controls be
tween 1935 and 1937, while a large number of provisional ar
rangements between debtors and creditors were made under the 
general pressure of events. · 

2. REASONS FOR THE CoMPARATIVE INEFFECTIVENEss oF CoN

FERENCE PROPOSALS. 

The restraining influence exercised by international Confer
ences and Committees and the aid which they afforded to those 
anxious to promote more liberal policies must not be overlooked. 
Among the developments in line with their recommendations, the 
most important were the historic reversal of United States tariff 
policy in 1934 and the drive for lower tariffs and M.F.N. under
taken by the United States in the years that followed. The 
League Economic Committee's defence of M.F.N. as the essential 
basis of peaceful international trading and the last barrier against. 
all-out trade warfare may be described as a successful "rear-guard 
action". Tariff discrimination was throughout held in check even 
in Europe and although quantitative restrictions are inherently· 
incompatible with M.F.N. and were indeed normally applied on 
the basis of reciprocity, there was a constant pressure on Govern
ments to apportion quotas and foreign exchange on some basis 
of at least historical equity. 

Other achievements to which international action contributed 
were: the Tariff Truce of 1933 and the agreements for consulta
tion in regard to tariffs and other restrictions concluded between 
the Oslo countries; the reflation based on cheap money and de
preciated exchanges carried out within the whole sterling area 
under the leadership of the United Kingdom, which was of the 
greatest importance in checking the trend towards further re
strictions in those countries; the currency alignment of the "gold 
bloc" in 1936, followed by temporary relaxation of trade restric
tions; the substantial improvements in the administration of 
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quotas and exchange-control and finally the actual measures of 
decontrol taken by several countries between 1935 and 1937. 

The influence of the inter-American Conferences, the Con
gresses of the International Chamber of Commerce and the 
League Assembly and Committees, was clearly salutary; that of 
certain other gatherings (notably the London Conference of 
1933) was, as stated below, probably on the whole .unfavourable. 

The partial achievements of international actiOn, however, 
only serve to qualify the failure to prevent the disintegration of 
the world trading system. The proposals of the Conferences 
either remained a dead letter or were applied on too small a 
scale or within too narrow an area to offset the opposing trends. 
In spite of the gradual recovery in economic conditions after 1933 
and the removal or attenuation of many of the economic factors 
which had led to the imposition of quantitative restrictions, no 
substantial or permanent relaxation of such restrictions ensued. 
The political, centrifugal forces prevailed. 

There was little hope of reversing economic tendencies once 
those political forces had gained momentum. But why did the 
efforts made in the early thirties to arrest the trend towards eco
nomic isolation fail? 

The first answer to this question is that at the beginning of 
the depression there was a quite inadequate knowledge of the 
concerted measures between countries, or even within each coun
try, by which recovery from a major depression might be brought 
about. The pressure of the social problems to which the depres
sion gave rise forced governments to take some action, however 
piecemeal, at least to relieve distress. To eliminate as far as pos
sible influences coming from abroad seemed to diminish f~r a 
time, at any rate, the economic dangers so obscure and so threat
ening. The proposals put forward with international authority 
for maintaining some measure of freedom in trade relations were 
directed rather against one of the secondary effects of the de
pressio~, n~mely the drift towards isolationism, than against the 
depressiOn rtself. And when constructive proposals for restoring 
economic activity-for instance, the cheap money policy recom
mended by the London Conference Preparatory Committee
were made, agreement on them could not be reached. 
~here was. ipdeed in thos~ early days no plan for concerte,d 

actron to reheve the depressron; the machinery for executing a 
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plan, had there been one, was embryonic; there was no accepted 
corpus of doctrines for national action. Sauve qui peut. 

The momentum of the depression was such that it could only 
have been arrested by courageous and constructive policies care
fully timed and unhesitatingly applied by at least the major in
dustrial countries acting in unison. But the momentum was un
even, and, as the League Economic Committee observed, "the 
situations which the crisis created in the several countries were 
so different that a concerted--or even analogous-policy was im
possible."1 It is clear from the context that reference is made 
here to political possibility and, in this sense, the weight of the 
argument can be appreciated if one contrasts, for example, the 
favoured position of France in the early years of the depression 
with that of the debtor countries who were desperately struggling 
with the transfer problem created by the reversal of the flow of 
foreign capital and the steep fall in the prices of primary · 
products. Concerted action might have saved the situation if 
governments had known what action to concert; but it is at least 
improbable that they would have agreed on a programme of con
certed action at a time when the shadow of the depression had 
scarcely crossed the frontiers of some of the most important of 
them. 

Can we assume that concerted action might have been 
achieved, had the depression been less acute, had situations been 
more similar, had different countries not been hit at different 
times and in different ways, had the impossibility of escaping by 
purely national measures of defence been more fully understood? 
Clearly not. In the absence of any real knowledge of or unani
mity of opinion regarding methods of combating depression, in
dividual and cut-throat measures were to be expected. France, 
the United Kingdom and the United States of America pursued 
divergent policies on the basis of different ~nd incompati.ble 
theories. In the United Kingdom, the new tanff became a VItal 
element in a recovery based on cheap money and the abandon
ment of the gold standard; currency depreciation was .conceived 
as an instrument of reflation in the United States; wh1le French 
policy pursued the then orthodox deflationary course. 

1 Remarks on the Present Phase of International Economic Relations, Geneva, 1935. 
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If successful concerted action postulated agreement on ques
tions of economic policy, at least between the leading Powers, it 
also postulated a degree of international solidarity far greater 
than at any time showed signs of developing-a willingness on 
the part of all countries, and especially the richer and more 
powerful, to abstain from defensive or discrimina~ory measures 
harmful to others, a willingness on the part of creditors to accept 
goods in payment of debt obligations, whatever the effect on their 
price levels and employment situation. But there were two other 
factors of steadily increasing importance working against the ac
ceptance of the recommendations made in favour of more liberal 
trade policies during the depression: (a) the obstructions im
posed by what were in fact the semi-concealed military policies 
of certain states; and (b) the inhibitions caused by recent ex
perience which rendered many of the recommendations unaccept
able. Of these inhibitions, by far the most important was the 
fear of inflation which was deeply imbedded in the minds of the 
public in all those countries that had passed through a period 
of hyper-inflation in the 20's. This fear, coupled with a wide
spread misunderstanding of the nature and causes of inflation 
led the governments of many of those countries to reject im
mutably all proposals in favour of devaluation. 

The" new restrictions were thus a consequence of the various 
forces brought into play by the depression (above all the po
litical effects of mass unemployment), of the revival of old fears 
and of the lack of any agreed policy for dealing with the depres
sion. They became entrenched as part of national recovery pro
grammes and political systems and thus persisted in spite of the 
attenuation of many of the economic conditions that had pro
duced them. 

The breakdown of the Monetary and Economic Conference of 
1933 (when some constructive proposals were put forward) was 
o! fateful consequence for the subsequent course of economic poli
Cies. The world's hopes of finding a basis on which international 
trade could be revived were turned to that Conference. The 
very magnitude of those hopes served to enhance the psycho
log~cal effect of the Conference's failure, which helped to confirm 
every country in the belief that it must solve its depression prob
lems and plan for recovery itself, as best it could. But while 
recognizing the adverse psychological effects of that failure, it 
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remains of course true that neither currency measures alone (in 
the narrow sense of that term) nor the reduction of trade barriers 
would _have suffic~d to restor~ ec~nomic activity or to put the in
ternatiOnal financ1al mechamsm mto working order. Indeed no 
proposals which failed to deal with, for instance the proble~ of 
short-term capital movements and the breakdo~n of the world 
system of multilateral settlements, could have proved more than 
a temporary palliative. To some extent it is true to say that the 
disequilibria in international trade were the t:ause of the trade 
barriers rather than caused by them and that to deal with the 
barriers alone would have meant mistaking effect for cause. 

The economic aims of most national recovery programmes, 
elaborated and perfected in the years following the London Con
ference, were to find work for the unemployed and prevent a 
further fall in prices. The pursuit of these aims-which were 
held to require national insulation from outside economic in
fluences-and the gradual aberration from them in certain coun
tries under the influence of political motives provide the broad 
explanation of the new protectionism that developed in Europe 
in those years-the transformation of emergency defensive meas
ures into permanent instruments of offensive economic policy, 
the emergence of autarky as a principal objective of policy, and 
the extension and consolidation of state control over trade. 
Quotas came to be used both as a means of stabilizing the do
mestic market and as bargaining counters in the struggle for for
eign markets. Upon exchange-control, Germany and her imi
tators began to build up an entirely new system of regulated 
foreign trade, essential features of which were over-valuation of 
national currencies and bilateral clearings. The breakdown of 
the system. of multilateral world trade following the breakdown 
of the world monetary system had started the movement toward 
bilateralism. The opportunity was seized by Germany to expand 
and stabilize her markets by imposing a system of rigid bilateral
ism on her weaker neighbours. To a limited extent, other eco
nomically powerful States also used their bargaining position to 
secure specially favourable terms and thus an advantage over 
third parties. 

The movement towards autarky, particularly in Germany, 
Italy and Japan was at once. a reaction to the rel?ression and a 
preparation for war. The fadure of concerted act1on had paved 
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the way for militant nationalism. In the 'twenties, political un
certainty and instability impeded the advance in economic wel
fare which was desired by all; in the middle 'thirties preparation 
for war rather than economic welfare became the prime objective 
of the policy of certain governments. Under the threat of war, 
considerations of defence perforce assumed increasing importance 
even in the most peace-loving countries. 

National "planning" and the regulation of foreign trade are 
interdependent. While evety new restriction on imports en
courages the "regulation" of the industry concerned, industrial 
or agricultural regulation is impracticable without a control of 
competition, domestic and foreign. Thus, the extension of na
tional planning-a snowball process, each industrial plan postu
lating for its success the control of other industries-was in
evitably accompanied by an extension of centralized control over 
foreign trade. 

At an early stage in that process, direct quantitative restric
tions and' exchange control are found to be a useful adjunct to 
tariffs. At a later stage, such as that reached by Germany and 
Italy in the later 'thirties, when not only the character, the 
prices, the quantities, the destination and the provenance of 
goods crossing national frontiers but also all individual trading 
operations are brought under state control, such measures are 
essential. 

The postulate of the conferences, that there was a general de
sire to abandon quantitative restrictions and exchange-control 
and to return to a system of relatively free and unregulated trad
ing and to an international monetary standard, thus gradually 
ceased to apply. Many small countries, it is true, found the new 
tendencies not only immediately damaging to them but ominous 
for both their economic and political future. Several of them, 
as we have seen, made great efforts to relax quantitative restric
tions in the period 1935-1937. But the growing preponderance 
of Germany in the foreign trade of Eastern and South-Eastern 
European countries and the German trading methods which 
raised their prices and thus reduced their competitive capacity 
in the free markets, made it well-nigh impossible for them not 
to accept their place in the German system. Moreover, the 
darkening prospects of war enha':lced the danger of a flight of 
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capital if controls were removed and discouraged the foreign 
credits that might have facilitated orderly devaluation and de
control. 

In the later 'thirties, the commercial policies of Europe were 
entirely dominated by the anticipation or fear of war. The rigid 
control of trade and of capital movements in Germany were an 
integral part of the mobilization of all national resources for 
military purposes. Clearings had likewise become an essential 
instrument for the economic and political control of dependent 
countries. The proposals that continued to be put forward by 
international bodies for the abatement of controls and a restora
tion of the international monetary system in Europe were part 
of the political endeavour to· avert war. 

In the years of depression and of recovery, what had been re
quired to prevent the disintegration of the world trading system 
was a co-ordination of national economic policies and whole
hearted co-operation between the administrations of the more 
important countries in the financial as well as the strictly eco
nomic sphere. The Tripartite Agreement of September 1936 
was a step along the road of such co-operation; thereafter, further 
progress under the influence of the United States or the United 
Kingdom was still possible over a large part of the world. But 
in Europe and in the Far East, the political foundations for any 
liberalization of commercial policy had been shattered and the 
tendencies towards closed economies and rigid state regulation 
gained impetus from year to year under the exigencies of a ~ea~:. 
war economy. 



CHAP'J;'ER V 

WERE THE RECOMMENDATIONS OF THE 
CONFERENCES MISDIRECTED? 

' 
The early post-war conferences contributed to the partial 

restoration of pre-war commercial practices; to a limited extent, 
they achieved their purpose. The recommendations of the World 
Economic Conference of 1927 regarding tariff policy exercised an 
immediate-though, as we have seen, very temporary-influence; 
they had the further merit of bringing home to Governments 
and peoples the fact, hitherto contested, that "tariffs, though 
within the sovereign jurisdiction of the separate States, are not 
a matter of purely domestic interest"; they called attention to a 
grave pathological development in the relationships between 
States. 

But, if the analysis given in the foregoing chapters is correct, 
the 1927 Conference, in insisting on tariff reduction and in reit
erating the demand for long-term agreements, tariff stability and 
the abandonment of the practices of commercial warfare, took 
too narrow a view of a highly complex problem. Had the Con
ference been held ten years later, there can be little doubt that 
it would have placed the need for joint anti-depression policies 
in the forefront of its programme. That could not have been 
expected in 1927. But in that year and throughout the earlier 
post-war years, commercial policy tended. to be considered as a 
problem distinct and apart and not as an aspect of economic 
policy as a whole. That inherent defect in procedure and out
look was due no doubt very largely to the fact that international 
bodies were reluctant to interfere with issues which were con
sidered essentially domestic and that the part of economic policy 
which was most clearly international in its effects was that deal
ing with foreign trade (but it is noticeable that less hesitation ' 
was shown in making recommendations on financial matters of 
a strictly domestic character). 

This unwillingness to interfere with national economic prob
lems accounts, in part, for the very general nature of the recom-
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mendations made. There was no endeavour to consider in detail 
the ta~iff rates or the general commercial policy of particular 
countnes; there. was n~ attempt to work out for any country a 
careful pla~ of ~ndustr!~l development. It is difficult to escape 
the conclusion, m the hght of subsequent evidence that much 
greater progress might have been made towards fre;r trade had 
more courage been shown. If international help had been offered 
~o countries in the elaboration of a carefully thought-out plan of 
mdustrial development, if technicians, machinery and equipment 
on credit and possibly other capital assistance had been put at 
the disposal of governments, and the need for high tariffs on 
products of the new industries recognized, it should have been 
possible to incorporate in the whole constructive scheme an 
undertaking by the beneficiary ·governments to reduce tariffs on 
the products of other industries. 

Such action as was taken to aid individual government~ was 
confined almost exclusively to financial reconstruction. It is 
true that until monetary stabilisation had been achieved, all 
recommendations in favour of long-term commercial treaties 
were premature and were generally accepted as being rather 
ideological than practical. By 1927, monetary stability had 
been generally attained. How unstable the equilibrium was, was 
perhaps not fully recognized; but if there was a failure to insist 
sufficiently on the major causes of instability (reparations, the 
large French liquid balances abroad, United States tariff policy) 
that failure was one rather of degree of emphasis than of under-
standing. · 

The disastrous effects of uncontrolled budget deficits and in
flation were manifest. The effects of loss of markets to industries 
in the Succession States or of demographic pressure were perhaps 
no less obvious though far less dramatic, and the need for inter
national action to overcome these problems-as distinct from 
sympathy or exhortation-was no less ~ital. . 

There was again, in that period, a m1sunderstandmg of the 
profundity of the changes which the war had caused or acceler
ated-the changes in economic structure and perhaps also _the 
changes in the spirit in which policy was formulated and apphed. 
The tendency to look back to 1913 ~till persist~d. The ~octr~nes 
advocated were inherited from a t1me when labour and pnces 
were more mobile and economic fluctuations less violent, before 
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the emergence of the new problems posed, for example, by the 
"Balkanisation" of Europe. During the course of the depression' 
in the 'thirties, it became increasingly apparent that the expan
sion of trade would not have sufficed to secure economic progress 
-that indeed some solution of the problem of economic stability 
was a prerequisite of both the growth of trade and the promotion 
of economic welfare. The traditional doctrines, which continued 
to be preached with only minor qualifications and amplifications, 
were comfortably worn but not visibly threadbare. They im
plied through their generalization no special criticism of any 
single State. They were conservative, but cloaked with liberal
ism. They demanded little prior work and study. 

The last point is of great importance. Neither the League of 
Nations, nor the International Chamber of Commerce, was ade
quately equipped to deal with the problems of commercial policy. 
No Conference or Committee could alone have considered the 
detailed rates or the special conditions governing the policy of 
particular countries, ·nor could it have worked out for each 
country with others co-ordinated plans of economic development 
which, by improving internal economic conditions and stl}bilizing 
prices and markets, might have provided the basis for a reduction 
and stabilization of tariffs. The headquarters staff in Geneva 
was altogether too small to undertake the detailed and constant 
spadework that would have been required. The need for such a 
staff was never clearly appreciated and indeed so long as it was 
assumed that, given good will and understanding, trade barriers 
would fall like the walls of Jericho, this was natural. 

That assumption was based on the belief that tariff policy 
could be separated from economic policy as a whole, and that, 
since a general reduction in tariffs was in the economic interest 
of all countries, governments, when brought to realise this fact, 
would draw the necessary consequences. None of these postu
lates was valid. It was perhaps unfortunate that so little was 
done until the later 'thirties-when the opportunity for successful 
international action had passed-either to re-interpret such free
trade doctrines as may have become obsolete and therefore un
convincing or to bring home to the public in intelligible terms 
the importance of an expansion of international trade within the 
framework of a world trading system as a means to achieving 
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an advance in economic and social welfare .under conditions of 
international peace. 

At the World Economic Conferences of 1927 and 1933 the aim 
of concerted action was conceived as being the conciusion of 
broad m11ltilateral agreements. General multilateral conventions 
yielded positiv~, th~ugh. limited results in achieving a greater 
me~sure of umformity m national administrative practices or 
national laws or tax systems and in removing certain specific 
obstacles to international trade. But taritf barriers could only 
have been reduced by international convention if countries with 
wholly different tariff systems and levels had been prepared-as 
they not unnaturally never were-to apply some uniform system 
of pruning, such for instance as a given percentage reduction all 
round. In fact, the tariff concessions that might have been ex
pected-and were desired-differed from country to country and 
for the purpose of achieving such concessions, negotiation be
tween pairs and small groups of countries was the first essential 
step. It is of course true that, owing to the complex nature of 
multilateral trade, such negotiation would have greatly benefited 
from central direction and co-ordination. 

Conference recommendations, especially in the 'twenties, had 
further weaknesses which require to be noted. They were fre
quently little more than formulae representing a comprokise be
tween divergent or ever· conflicting opinions; they frequently 
concealed fundamentally incompatible aims and irreconcilable 
interests of the principal economic Powers in the matters of tariff 
policy; they were accepted by delegates and governments with 
every variety of mental reservation as to their practical appli
cability. They did not bind governments to specific acts of 
policyl nor were the Governments which endorsed them always 
competent to take the necessary decisions .. 

The proposals made after the middle 'thirties may, at first 
sight, appear unrealistic in the sense that they w~re based on t~e 
postlilate that all countries desired, or could be mduced by sui~
able concessions, to return to a free price economy and th.e pursuit 
of economic welfare. This fact, however, reflects nothmg more 

1 Cf. in this connection, the vague drafting o_f the majoriiJ of the "D«;Jaratinns 
concerning the Recommendations of the Internallonal Econom1c Conference, League 
of Nations document C.E.l. 4S. Geneva, 1928. 
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than the inevitable dilemma confronting all whose role is to 
promote co-operation and dissipate conflict. 

Let us now attempt a broad explanation of the paradox which 
constitutes the theme of the present study. The discrepancy be
tween the recommendations of Conferences and the policies 
actually pursued, between the· professions and the actions of 
Governments, was due largely to the fact that neither were en
tirely suited to the circumstances and neither were based on a 
clear or fully informed conception of the issues involved. In re
gard to policy, sectional pressures rather than impartial judge
ment, sectional interests rather than the public interest were too 
often paramount. Policy was misdirected as a result of such 
pressures, as a result of the immediate impact of a persistent 
series of external events-the depreciation of currencies, the 
threat of political trouble-and as a result of the inescapable 
ignorance of the form that economic forces, which only slowly re
vealed themselves, would take. National economic policies in 
consequence tended to be concerned with the determination of 
immediate tactics rather than with, the formulation of a broad 
strategy. The recommendations put forward at international 
meetings, on the other hand, tended to ignore the tactical issues 
and !=Oncentrate on strategy, a strategy which was based on the 
principles and conditions of the first rather than the third or 
fourth decades of the century. Viewed from the angle of many 
European countries, they appeared rather as pious hopes than as 
serious recommendations in regard to immediate policy and they 
bore the stigma attaching to propositions stated in absolute 
terms but postulating conditions unlikely of fulfillment. Because 
they seemed to disregard the problems which national commercial 
policies were designed, however crudely and shortsightedly, to 
meet, they were so frequently ignored. 

This explains why Governments and individual experts often 
behaved with apparent inconsistency, why the same people who 
recommended one line of policy at Geneva or elsewhere were 
often responsible for pursuing the opposite policy at home. Min
isters, officials, economists and business men alike continued to 
think about the broad issues of commercial policy in the light of 
the economic and political conditions obtaining in the spacious 
pre-war era and desired the general re-adoption of long-run 
policies appropriate to those conditions. But they were obliged 
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to act from day to day in the light of the pressing social and eco
nomic exigencies of the unstable post-war world. Mental adjust
ment to revolutionary change is inevitably a slow process; the 
real magnitude and scope of the differences between the pre- and 
the post-war world were concealed by many deceptive appear
ances of a return to normality in the 'twenties. 



CHAPTER VI 

CONCLUSIONS 

The final purpose of this study is not simply to portray a 
facet of the history of commercial policy during the inter-war 
period nor to analyze the factors influencing that history; it is 
rather to consider the lessons for the future that may be drawn 
from that description and that analysis. These lessons are of 
two quite distinct orders: first, the broad conclusions that may 
be drawn regarding the practicability and desirability of alterna
tive policies and secondly, more specific conclusions regarding 
the suitability of possible procedures for attaining the objects in 
view. It is convenient to treat those two classes of deduction in 
this order. · 

1. CoNCLUSioNs REGARDING PoLICY. 

(a) The first obvious lesson resulting from both studies is 
that the chances of getting generally adopted a commercial policy 
designed to promote rather than to restrict international rela
tions as a whole may be jeopardized in the first post-war months 
if governments fail to .agree in advance upon some orderly process 
of decontrol and some financially and economically sane system 
of reviving the economic life of countries impoverished by the 
war. Commercial policy was distorted at the outset after the 
last war by the violent reaction to the danger of exchange dump
ing. The depreciation in exchanges was due very largely to the 
failure to appreciate that relief and the .restarting of the ma
chinery of production were a single problem or to consider the 
effect of the relief policies actually adopted on the power of 
States to obtain what was required for industrial revival. 

.There was indeed a general failure to take any concerted in
ternational action to achieve an orderly transition from war to 
peace economy. But this is the first problem that arises and 
cannot be considered in terms of commercial policy alone.· 

(b) Another of the two or three major causes of the farture 
to get more liberal commercial policies adopted was the continu-
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anc_e. of polit.ical insecurity-caused in large part by war-bred 
poht1cal passions. It is clearly not possible to prevent-though 
something may be done by governments to allay and much to 
promote-international mistrust. It follows that the first es
sential for the achievement of commercial policies designed to 
promote trade, is the establishment of a mechanism for the 
preservation of peace so adequate and sure as to create confidence 
despite antipathies or mistrust. Until this is done, governments 
are likely again to shun the world and seek a wholly insecure 
security in isolation. 

(c) But after the experience of the 30's, apprehensions re
sulting from economic insecurity have become at least as im
portant as fear of the risk of the recurrence of war. Governments 
faced by the social pressures caused by sudden and serious unem
ployment or rapidly shrinking farmers' income endeavoured to 
secure freedom of action for themselves by rendering their na
tional economies as immune as possible from external economic 
influences. Commercial policy cannot be considered by itself 
therefore. It must be considered as a part of the more general, 
constructive policies agreed among governments for the preven
tion (or mitigation) of economic depressions and assurance of 
social stability. 

(d) Failure to concert such policies will involve the risk of the 
revival of the type of autarkic commercial policies which de

. veloped during the 30's and the replacement of a commercial sys
tem by a mechanism for. economic warfare. 

(e) The dependence of commercial policy on 

( 1) An orderly transition from war to peace economy 
(2) Political security 
(3) Economic security 

are perhaps the three major lessons to be deduced from the com
mercial history of the inter-war period, but there are others of 

. a somewhat different order that may clearly be ranked as of 
almost equal importance. Of these the first is the absolute 
necessity of adapting commercial policies to the circumstances 
influencing national balances of payments. Great wars inevit
ably affect many items in those balances, and the changes 
brought about may require a rapid and radical modification of 
commercial policies in order to allow the flow of goods to adapt 
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itself to the new conditions. If creditor countries impede the 
import of goods with which their de?ts can b_e _paid, if new oblig~
tions are created and no commodity provision madtt for their 
service if debtor countries obstruct the export of the goods with 
which ~hey may meet the service of their debts, disequilibrium 
must be caused which will influence the commercial policy of 
almost all states. In such a state of disequilibrium long-term 
commercial treaties cannot be concluded, and high tariff rates 
or quotas are likely to be employed with which to negotiate 
short-term bargains. · 

(f) The tendency after the last war for international bodies 
to take a restricted view of their right to concern themselves 
with the economic policies of States resulted in an arbitrary line 
being drawn ·between commercial policy and other aspects of 
economic policy and in the failure to consider the whole catena 
of problems-relief reconstruction, surplus capacity resulting 
from the specialization of industries working for the war, etc.
which arose immediately after the Armistice. It led to a failure 
also to put forward constructive proposals later to meet the need 
of countries anxious to promote industrial development. Adapta
tion to the longer term economic or demographic forces, some of 
which may be accelerated by war, cannot be accomplished by 
measures of commercial policy alone. To consider such measures 
independently of other measures necessary for economic adjust
ment, as was frequently done especially in the 20's, is almost cer
tain to fail to produce any useful results. Thus, planning for in
dustrial development requires more than the imposition of high 
tariff rates; the execution of such plans may require external aid. 
technical or financial, and may afford an occasion for a careful 
revision of the aided countries' tariff schedules. Such a revision 
may necessitate the raising of certain duties to protect the new 
industries and the lowering of many others to reduce costs. Trade 
is more likely to be promoted if the economic structure and eco
nomic needs of .each ·country are carefully considered, than by 
general dec~arat1ons regarding commercial policy alone. 
. (g) Dunn~ the 30's, the fact that commercial policy was an 
mtegral and mseparable part of economic policy as a whole grad
ually became self-evident.· Indeed there was a certain tendencv 
towa~ds th~ eQd of .this decade f~r those responsible for com""
mercJal policy to cla1m that trade could not be released from its 
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shackles until the international credit and money mechanism had 
been restored, until the difficulties arising from international in
debtedness had been solved, and for those responsible for financial 
policy to m.aintain that no monetary reform or satisfactory debt 
arrangements could be made while quantitative restrictions on 
trade continued in force. This apparent logical impasse was in 
fact a phase in the process of understanding the essential unity 
of the economic and financial issues; and the fail,ure to abolish 
the restrictions was in the end not due to a lack of understand
ing of the technical i~sues at stake, which were very thoroughly 
studied, but to the unwillingness of certain States to promote po
litical security or to abandon the new system by which they 
exercised commercial pressure. The essential lessons to be learne.d 
from the experience of the 30's would seem then to· be not the 
d.ifficulty of emerging from the sort of impasse that was created
granted good will-but 

(a) that the pursuit of uncoordinated recovery program
mes by great States is likely to involve a disruption of the 
whole mechanism of trade and economic relations in gen
eral and must inevitably do so if severe quantitative re
strictions on trade are an integral part of such programmes; 

(b) that any important market can, if it desires to do so, 
cr~ate price disequilibria between not only itself and the 
rest of the world but between markets largely dependent on 
it and the rest of the world, such as to set limits to the 
scope of multilateral trade; but 

(c) that these limits do not necessarily preclude the main
tenance of a free price economy in international trade (such, 
for instance, as that of the Sterling Bloc) among countries 
not within the orbit of the determinate influence of any 
country pursuing an opposed policy. 

(h) The growing appreciation of the need to consider com
mercial policy in a wider setting ~esulted in ~wo, in. a sense con
tradictory, types of rec~m~endat1on concernmg a~ncult~re-the 
first in favour of restnctmg the output of certam agncultural 
products, the second in. favour of expandi~g. the demand f~r 
foodstuffs by raising nat1o?al standards of hvmg and ~f nutn
tion. Though to some lim1ted extent both types of pohcy were 
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applied, the problem of agricultural excess _remained unsol~ed, 
and the friction caused by the growth of agncultural protectiOn
ism was but slightly mitigated. But there is no evidence to show 
that had peace been preserved and time been available for the 
development of these policies, agriculture would not have been 
materially assisted by them and the incentive to protect weak
ened. The first line of policy, however, is essentially restrictive, 
undynamic and unconstructive, while the second postulates and 
endeavours to promote a dynamic society and general welfare. 
The success of the second naturally lessens the need, if need 
there be, for the first. 

(i) The M.F.N. cfause, which should have been a means for 
spreading the benefits granted under trade agreements, tended 
to some extent at any rate, to check the granting of such benefits. 
This seems to have been due main!¥ to three distinct causes: 
(a) the half-hearted belief in the assumptions underlying· the 
clause and the greater freedom of trade that it was intended to 
promote; (b) the reluctance of Governments to grant any bene
fits, even indirectly, to countries which enforced a non-nego
tiable tariff and high rates or to countries with which political 
relations were strained; (c) the employment of M.F.N. rights to 
prevent the formation of customs unions, or the formation of 
preferential areas in Europe, especially when preferences were 
being increased elsewhere. 

A repetition of conditions in the future similar to those which. 
obtained in the period under review is likely to have similar 
results. A whole-hearted belief in the beneficial effects of the 
clause is clearly once more likely to be dependent on the degree 
to which political security and economic security and activity 
are assured and on the removal of the other objections to the 
clause. The complete abolition of non-negotiable tariffs would 
no doubt go far to overcome the second of the objections men
tioned; but so long as basic rates in any important markets are 
out of line with those of other countries or with the logic of a 
balance of payments situation, objections to the clause are likely 
to be raised. 

The third group of objections, that connected with customs 
unions, raises still more complex issues. 

A greater freedom of trade in the aggre~ate may be attained 
either by a given degree of universal tariff reductions or by a 
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gtven degree (or varying degrees) of reduction within specific 
a~e~s .. But the effects of these two alternatives may be widely 
dtsstmtlar. ~he Peace Treaties, by increasing the number, de
creased the s1ze of the free trade areas and gave some rather re-

~ stri~ted scope for their su?sequent enlargement. The oppor~ 
t~m~y offered was no~ se1zed, and gradually vested interests 
Wlthm the areas to wh1ch that opportunity was offered and ex
ternal opposition acquired sufficient influence to prevent agree
ments being reached. One result of this fact was the growth of 
the scepticism about the M.F.N. clause just mentioned; but the 
lessons of major importance to be drawn from this experience 
are (a) that if wider free trade areas are to be established, they 
should be created before peace-time vested interests have time 
to develop, and (b) that if either complete customs unions or 
preferential areas are to be given a chance of developing later, 
it would seem to be necessary to get certain safeguarding prin
ciples agreed upon in advance. The first of these two lessons is 
obvious and requires no exposition. Certain principles concern
ing the latter were discussed about 1930'but never formulated 
in an authori~ative statement. The suggestions under consid
eration were that preferential unions between contiguous States 
or State~ having close economic affiliations might be recognized if 
(a) these states formed them in order to reduce rates of duty 
inter Je and did not raise the rates against other countries, and 
(b) any other (such) country whose rates of duty did not av
erage demonstrably higher than those of the contracting parties, 
could join the union by making concessions to those parties 
comparable to those which they had made to each other. . 

Were some such doctrine accepted as a generally recogmzed 
derogation from M. F. N., one of the grounds of objection against 
that clause would be removed. The acceptance of any such 
general derogation would not, of course, in any way preclude 
more radical derogations in specific cases. 

(j) The last important point that falls to be menti?iled h~re 
is one which forms a natural link between lessons regardmg pohcy 
and lessons regarding procedur~. The in~r~ased r!gi?ity of the 
economic system in all industnal or sem1-mdustr1ahzed States 
results in any reduction . in tariffs causing a greater shock and 
one more slowly absorbed than was the case fifty year.s ago. 
Consequently the opposition to changes is greater, and mdeed 
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the benefit that may be derived from a change must be greater 
than heretofore if it is to offset the increased disadvantages re
sulting from it. Those disadvantages are greatest in times of 
falling prices and unemployment. Hence the timing of tariff 
changes has acquired special importance and the procedure 
adopted is likely to affect not only the chances of success of any 
change in policy, but also the justification for success, to a greater 
extent than previously. 

There was some tendency during the last twenty years to 
confuse the "young countries" argument with the "young indus
tries" argument, and to assume that the latter only applied to 
"young countries." The actual force of circumstanct<S went to 
show that highly industrialized countries were tending to reach a 
stage of economic evolution in which their dependence on capital 
goods industries made them peculiarly sensitive to economic de
pressions. These countries felt the need for protecting various 
forms of consumers' industries-"the light industries"-~s an 
insurance against that risk. Thill tendency to seek greater sta
bility in increased diversification may well make itself felt again 
and is indeed likely to make itself felt immediately after the 
war owing to the almost universal over-expansion of engineering· 
nnd heavy industries. 

II. CoNcLUSIONS REGARDING PROCEDURE. 

(a) When applied to complex questions, which affected dif
ferent countries in different ways and to varying degrees, and 
to problems affecting the central issues of national' economic 
policies, the method of .general diplomatic conferilnce and con
vention revealed serious limitations. A lesson may be drawn 
from the experience of certain modifications of this method at
tempted by the League: 

(1) .The limitation of such conferences to Statl''i especially 
concerned in a particular probleJTl and anxious to secure im
mediate results through concerted action and agreements limited 
to those States. The Wheat Agreement of 1933 and the Sugar 
Agreement of 1937 resulted from limited confert:nces of this kind. 

(2) The framing of conventions which were not intended to 
be signed and ratified but to be ac.-cepted by Governments as 
models or standards in negotiating and drafting subsequent bi-
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lateral agreements. Where such a system can be applied it has 
great.adva?tages:. Not only does it achieve exactly that ~easure 
o~ umformlty wh1ch is compatible with national peculiarities and 
ddfere~ces m economic and financial structure, but it is also 
dynamic: a~ o_nc country or another develops, it is able-:md, 
~x kypothen, hkely to find 1t expedient-to apply to an increas
mg extent the common principles laid down. This method has 
been used with remarkable success in the matter of double tax
ation. 

( 3) The establishment of standards or norms for adoption, 
as and when changes in national legislation were undertaken, or 
merely to serve as a guide for the formulation of policy in the 
future. This method was used, for example, in the case of Tariff 
Nomenclature. 

(b J ·For tne purpose of achieving tariff red~ction, negotiations 
between pairs or groups of countries were clearly shown to be 
more efficacious than general multilateral negotiations, and an 
extension of the bilateral method may be found appropriate in 
the future. This might take the form of simultaneous negotia
tions between numerous •pairs or small groups of countries, di
rected and co-ordinated by an international authority and facili
tated both by multilateral consultations and, as occasion re
quired, by multilateral agreements on specific subjects. 

(c) Diplomatic confprences on complex subjects cannot them
selves work out solution:; or produce agreement but can only 
adopt solutions the general .lines of which have already been 
worked out and agreed upon between ali-or, at any rate, the 
principal-parties concerned. 

(d) The existence of non-negotiable tariffs in certain impor
tant countries was an obstacle to the realization of the pro
gramme of tariff reduction laid down by the Economic Con
ferenc<.. of 1927. The adoption of freely negotiable tariffs by all 
countries would mark a useful advance. 

(e) Under the system of specific tariffs comm~:mly employed 
on the continent of Europe, the burden of duties is reduced in 
times of rising prices and increased in times of falling prices. 
That syste~ thus tends to aggravate every depre~sion an~. c_on
tribute to the forces making for greater commercial restnct1on. 

(f) Another fact that is perhaps not quite immediately ap
parent from what has been said above relates to the interna-
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tional equipment for the preparation of Committee meetings, 
Conferences, etc. Each national administration had at its dis
posal im elaborate administrative machine at home and con-. 
sular officerS and commercial attaches abroad, whose function 
it was to study trading co11ditions with the object of promot
ing national trade interests. . But there was no similar inter
national organization. Trade and trading policy continued in 
fact to be regarded wholly in terms of rivalry. 

The officials of the League dealing with commercial policy 
never numbered more than half a dozen; there was no attempt 
at-indeed no possibility of-studying in detail the position of 
different countries on the spot or of keeping, as was required, 
in constant touch with national administrations throughout the 
world. There was only a very limited possibility of following 
the development of trade as a whole and quite inadequate. equip
ment for following the trade in different colhmodities. The tend
ency of international bodies to generalize reflecteq in part the 
inability of Headquarters in these circumstances to make, in ad
vance, detailed studies of the real issues, broken down into their 
component parts. That failure in turn ~eflected a persistent 
underestimation by governments of the magnitude of the task 
involved in any attempt to view world trade as a world problem. 
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