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The Negotiations on Britain’s Bilateral FTA proposal with
Canada and its Failure, 1957

Hiroyuki OGAWA*

This paper examines the process of the negotiations between the British and Canadian

Governments on Britain’s Anglo-Canadian FTA proposal and its eventual failure.

In July 1957, John Diefenbaker, the Canadian Prime Minister, announced that it was
his Government’s “planned objective” to divert 15% of Canadian imports from the United
States to Britain. On the British side, several counter-proposals were contemplated but an
Anglo-Canadian FTA was eventually adopted as a two-tier strategy. First, it would, if
accepted by the Canadians, bring about substantial trade diversion and the expansion of
Britain’s export dollar earnings without any breach of international obligations. Second,
even if the Canadians (as predicted by certain numbers of British ministers and officials)
reacted unfavourably, it would still be possible to demonstrate, mainly to Britain’s own
“imperial-minded men and women”, that the British Government reacted positively to

Diefenbaker’s initiative.

In early September, British delegation visited Ottawa to informally inform the
Canadian Government of Britain’s intention to propose a bilateral FTA. Canadian reactions
were, though expected to some extent, seriously cool. The Canadian side, including
Diefenbaker himself, was reluctant to accept the British proposal. However, later in the
month, a different attitude was adopted by Gordon Churchill, the Canadian Minister of

Trade and Commerce, who claimed that the FTA proposal “ought not to have been killed

*  Research Associate, Kyoto University



out of hand and that it would be right to look at it again much more carefully”. The British
side was confused by Canada’s divided position, but an Anglo-Canadian FTA was again
adopted as its first proposal, though more carefully and with a more tactical purpose of

placating its own imperialists.

However, Britain’s efforts were disrupted by the premature leaking to the press. This
leakage caused substantial frustration among the Canadians, who would, if asked, have to
reveal their negative attitude towards Britain’s counter-proposal. Aiichiro Fujiyama,
Japanese Foreign Minister, made some cautious noises, concerning the proposal’s possible
negative impacts on Japanese exports to Canada. The sudden news also affected Britain’s
relations with other European countries. In particular, the French seem to have been most
frustrated by Britain’s attempt to make a Commonwealth (not European) deal. However,
there was at least one positive result of the leakage, i.e., the British Government could

publicise its positive response to Diefenbaker’s initiative.

Formal Anglo-Canadian ministerial discussions took place in early October. However,
the British delegation could not change Canada’s negative attitude, and it was finally agreed
by both sides merely to explain in the communiqué that the British Government, in view. of
the long-term nature of the proposal, had not asked the Canadian Government to express
their view on a FTA. The advantages of this solution were that the British side could show
that they did discuss the proposal in the formal ministerial meeting and that the Canadian
side did not have to stipulate whether they accepted the proposal or not. As a result, only
several modest measures to boost Anglo-Canadian trade were mentioned in the

communiqué.

Thereafter, the Anglo-Canadian FTA proposal significantly lost momentum and was
never again seriously put on the agenda between the two Governments. Consequently, the
British Government could achieve little more than its tactical objective of demonstrating
that it did in fact take up Diefenbaker’s initiative. Canada’s reluctance towards trade

liberalisation with Britain caused substantial disappointment in the British Government.



The British side noticed but still underestimated the degree of protectionism in Canada,
which was not only on the way to industrialisation but also suffered from an economic
slowdown in 1957-58. Both Diefenbaker’s statement and Britain’s FTA proposal reflected,
at least in part, their desire to mitigate the impact of growing regionalisation in North
America and Western Europe respectively. Thus, the failure of these efforts demonstrated
that Britain was gradually losing alternatives to regional integration in Europe and Canada
was increasingly enmeshed in unsymmetrical interdependence with the United States. This
can be recognised as one of the backgrounds to Britain’s subsequent movement towards its

more or less reluctant applications, and eventual entry, to the European Community.





