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The United Kingdom’s first application for accession to the Common Market

The United Kingdom was not part of the European unification process in the 1950s. It first applied for 

accession to the European Economic Community (EEC) in 1961. It was somewhat envious of the very rapid 

economic growth of the EEC countries. The United Kingdom wished to avoid being economically and 

politically excluded from the new Europe and sought rather to preserve its traditional role of intermediary 

between Europe and the United States. Harold Macmillan, the British Prime Minister, prepared the British 

application after securing the backing of his Government and of the Conservative Party. The House of 

Commons approved the United Kingdom’s application, and the general reactions of the Six seemed positive.

The announcement of the first application

The British Prime Minister, Harold Macmillan, prepared his country’s application with great care. Backed 

by a solid majority in the Commons, he could afford to ignore resistance to the Common Market within the 

Conservative Party and was able to appoint dedicated pro-Europeans to the key posts within his 

Government.

At international level, he promoted the advantages of the United Kingdom’s membership of the EEC to the 

Commonwealth countries. He also toured the capital cities of the Six in order to sound out the Member 

States of the European Economic Community (EEC) about possible accession by the United Kingdom.

In the circles close to the British Labour Party, there was some opposition to Britain’s possible application 

for accession to the European Communities. The opponents were afraid, in particular, of losing the benefits 

of the Welfare State in a liberal Europe. They were against any loss of sovereignty and frequently raised the 

spectre of a capitalist Europe.

However, the vote taken in the House of Commons on 4 August 1961 was unambiguous. The House of 

Commons adopted the Government’s proposal by 313 votes to 4, with the Labour Opposition and some 

50 Conservatives abstaining. On 9 August 1961, the United Kingdom submitted its first application for 

accession to the EEC. It did not apply for accession to the ECSC and Euratom until 28 February 1962. 

Negotiations with the Six began on 10 October 1961. At the same time, the British press was buzzing with 

arguments for and against the Common Market. Overall, the reaction was quite positive. The Community’s 

Member States appeared to be ready to welcome the United Kingdom. Following the British lead, Ireland 

applied for accession to the EEC on 13 July 1961, Denmark on 10 August 1961 and Norway on 30 April 

1962.


