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CHAPTER ONE

THE POLITICS OF TRADE: THE ROLE OF RESEARCH IN 
TRADE POLICY AND NEGOTIATIONS

Diana Tussie1

Policy makers and academics relate to each other in complex ways. 
Sometimes they do not relate at all. There have always been those 
in policy circles who are aloof  to the products of  research and who 
go about their business with only some evidence gathering along the 
way in a mostly do-it-yourself  fashion. By the same token there have 
always been academics quite content in their ivory towers, working in 
priest-like fashion at their intellectual constructions regardless of  the 
world beyond or the policy implications of  their research. In the area 
of  development policy such divorce was never paramount. The idea 
of  development itself  was born out of  a sense that knowledge could 
make a difference. Its conceptual apparatus as well as the values, images, 
and emotions it attracted are bound to the idea of  progress and the 
belief  that knowledge would yield advancement. The domain of  trade 
is an area that has lagged behind, but the once-pervasive segregation 
between policy and research is now fast retreating, as the ideological 
cleavages and paradigm wars of  yesteryear began to subside and trade 
liberalisation has become enshrined as a development model in itself. 
Except for a small number of  holdouts, virtually every country today 
is either already a member or seeking to accede to the World Trade 
Organization (WTO). Most countries are engaged in proliferating bilat-
eral and regional agreements. The complexity of  these issues virtually 
compels policy makers to seek out frames of  reference and evidence 
for their policies. These frames of  reference are cognitive maps that 
describe problems and map out realities; but they also have the power 
to create and shape realities. Since actors are not automata responding 

1 Research assistance by Jorgelina Loza and Pablo Trucco is gratefully acknowl-
edged. Both were attentive eyes who contributed all along to bring the many strands 
together.
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to structurally determined incentives, their ideas and the process by 
which they acquire them are extremely signifi cant.

This book deals with two topics that are intertwined throughout. 
One thread addresses the research and policy interface, itself  part of  
a wider debate on the role of  ideas. The other analyses the context 
of  trade liberalisation and how research has mobilised and legitimised 
change. Policy change involves cognitive maps, the articulation of  a 
vision and of  its companion instruments, as well as an understanding 
of  the ways to make them viable. Research creation and deployment 
are of  growing importance in the drawn-out contest of  trade negotia-
tions where competing agendas are at stake. After all, trade policy and 
negotiations are about who gets what and how.

Little attention has been paid to the manner in which research is 
produced, deployed, and taken up by policy in countries or to the 
specifi city of  the realm of  trade despite the fact that trade reform has 
been consecrated as central to development. Moreover, the trade reform 
debate has largely taken for granted the role of  research production, 
dissemination, and uptake. Most students of  trade liberalisation acknowl-
edge that a signifi cant change in the intellectual landscape played a role 
in the wave of  trade reforms that took place in the aftermath of  the 
debt crisis and the collapse of  the Soviet Union. However, the diffi culty 
in measuring intangibles in the development of  knowledge and research 
has prevented scholars from testing their infl uence in the wave of  trade 
reforms of  the past 20 years. While hypotheses based on economic crisis, 
democratisation, and conditional lending by multilateral agencies have 
been tested, knowledge-based explanations have been marginalised. 
Thus, this volume offers an analytical framework for the study of  the 
episodes, highlighting the various contextual factors that may play a key 
part both in defi ning a trade problem and in infl uencing the solution. 
In what ways has research infl uenced episodes of  trade policy change? 
There may be a growing body of  literature on the use of  knowledge in 
a variety of  policy fi elds, but studies on how research has been used in 
the area of  trade policy and negotiations have lagged behind those 
in some other areas, despite the fact that trade policy making presents 
many instances where public policy decisions must be made at well-
defi ned points in time and often with more than one country involved, 
which could allow for comparative assessments.

The choice of  policy change is key to this work, as it emphasises the 
capacity of  research to modify a status quo and to catalyse the knowl-
edge-based policy discussion to another level. To understand how this 
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uptake occurs is to understand not only how knowledge is generated 
but also the effects of  internal political contexts and external infl uences 
on the policy process. Each of  the case studies in this book looks at the 
various contextual factors that play a key part in defi ning a trade prob-
lem and in infl uencing the solution. In this new era of  post-paradigm 
strife, the telescopic focus has zoomed in to the microscopic view in 
order to shed light on the actual implementation of  policies and concur-
rent negotiations. Altogether this volume shows the growing relevance 
of  commissioned research by governments and by interest groups that 
support a particular cause in increasingly contested settings—research 
not as independent truth, but as instrumental and supportive to policy 
decisions taken on other grounds, opening a window onto a new camp 
of  post-academic research.

This introduction will not attempt to summarise and assess the wealth 
of  material contained in this book but provides the underpinnings on 
which the case studies have been constructed (see Chapter 10 by Fred 
Carden). It proceeds by fi rst reviewing how the trade policy reforms, 
and indeed the trade policy revolution of  the last decade, have been 
explained, focussing on the missing role of  the ideational dimension and 
how available knowledge and specifi c actors use windows of  opportunity 
to frame issues and graft agendas. It then fl eshes out the questions on 
the use of  knowledge and the research and policy interface that the book 
addresses. Any discussion of  these intertwined processes cannot ignore 
the ways in which change is related to the production and movement 
of  knowledge. Changes in trade policy are essentially distributive. They 
produce ‘winners’ and ‘losers’, both within and between countries, as 
well as between the short and long term. In addition, trade negotiations 
are characterised by reciprocity: if  a concession is provided, something 
must be granted in return. The interests of  stakeholders are prominent 
in any trade negotiation and therefore they have a direct impact on both 
research production and uptake. Thus, in the context of  trade policy 
and negotiations, research and researchers swim in partisan waters. In 
practice, trade remains an inherently and overtly political process.2

2 This particular feature of  the trade fi eld stands in contrast to fi ndings on the role 
of  research in the fi eld of  the Millennium Development Goals (MDGs), which could 
be understood as a global public good and therefore relatively less vulnerable to the 
sway of  partisan fi ghts (see Ayuk and Marouani 2007).
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Part I: Paradigmatic Shifts

Trade Reform and Trade Negotiations

Neoclassical economics and liberal political theory have held that 
authoritarian governments would be reluctant to embrace trade lib-
eralisation in the presence of  a small but uncontested coalition of  
domestic interest groups that depend on protection for the maintenance 
of  their rents. Yet there is substantive evidence that both democratic 
and authoritarian regimes have embraced protection to manage ten-
sions that arise from the distributive consequences of  international 
trade (Rodrik 1995). Protection has been common throughout history, 
and has been more pervasive than is warranted by liberal arguments. 
But there is little doubt that the massive transition from closed to open 
economies that swept one country after another into liberalisation in 
the 1990s gave liberal thought a new lease on life. The trade policy 
revolution inspired vast theoretical and empirical efforts to explain why 
so many trade reforms were implemented in such a short time. It was 
argued that democratisation and liberal trade policies in countries are 
correlated (Haggard et al. 1994; Milner and Kubota 2001; Przeworski 
1991; Remmer 1990; Milner et al. 2000; Diamond and Plattner 1995; 
Smith et al. 1994).

A cluster of  studies looked at the impact of  economic crisis and the 
infl uence of  international fi nancial institutions as the International 
Monetary Fund (IMF) and the World Bank.3 The terms under which 
life-saving loans were granted were not only of  fi nancial nature. In 
many instances changes in trade policy were responses to conditional-
ity, whether in the form of  broad structural adjustment loans or the 
more focussed trade policy loans from the World Bank. These were all 
debt-led trade openings. Crises opened a window for reform (Drazen 
and Easterly 2001; Drazen and Grilli 1990; Keeler 1993; Nash and 
Takacs 1998; Bruno 1993). Simply put, the costs of  existing privileges 
and rents drew the economy to a halt and downfall (Haggard et al. 
1994). The status quo became unsustainable.

Windows of  opportunity are just that: opportunities. They cannot 
explain why the crises in the 1980s led to trade reforms while previ-
ous crises did not. In addition, for the crisis argument to explain trade 

3 The following chapters draw on Niño (2004).
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reform by itself, it requires a latent policy alternative such as a fi rst best 
policy. Unless such a policy exists, how can we anticipate which policy 
is adopted after the previous one fails? In the absence of  a singular 
policy alternative or a fi rst best option, the crisis hypothesis can only 
explain policy change, but fails to give any insight about the new policy 
adopted. The use of  knowledge to select the subsequent policy choice 
raises further questions. The prevailing conventional wisdom recom-
mends, in fact, avoiding the simultaneous implementation of  trade 
reforms and stabilisation programmes aimed at reducing infl ation or 
correcting short-term budget and current account defi cits (Papageorgiou 
et al. 1990; Diaz-Alejandro 1975; Corbo and Fischer 1995). Whereas 
fi scal policies and monetary interventions are standard instruments of  
stabilisation programmes, trade policy affects resource allocation. If  
jointly implemented, trade liberalisation undermines price stabilisation 
by encouraging a policy of  depreciation of  the domestic currency. Alter-
natively, stabilisation undermines the sustainability of  trade reforms by 
fostering a strong domestic currency that strengthens the bias against 
exporting and increases the current account defi cit (Edwards 1989). In 
short, no research has supported the promotion of  trade liberalisation 
reforms in the path to a crisis or in the aftermath of  one. If  the adoption 
of  trade liberalisation together with stabilisation does not follow from 
research, then one must assume that the crisis has been an opportunity 
to push an idea that so far had been in background. Hence a good 
deal of  the explanation lies in the power politics of  knowledge rather 
than in the mere strength of  the evidence.

When trade reform was not rolled back but continued unrelenting, 
regardless of  the conditionality push, studies on the weight of  policy-
based lending then switched to the study of  domestic preferences 
and institutions (see, for example Bates and Krueger 1993; Drazen 
and Easterly 2001; Edwards 1997; Haggard et al. 1994; Jenkins 1999; 
Krueger 1993; Milner and Kubota 2001; Przeworski 1991; Stallings 
1992; Kahler 1992; Dollar and Svensson 1998; Sachs and Warner 1995). 
Research about how democratic institutions infl uence trade regimes 
has grown quite rapidly since then (Laird and Messerlin 1990; Rodrik 
1995; Niño 2004; Jordana and Ramió 2002). In general, explanations 
based on institutions seem to fi t situations where political actors hold 
different views. However, institutions may not provide enough structure 
to produce a unique equilibrium in certain situations. This is typically 
the case of  uncertain environments, where lack of  better knowledge 
about the effects of  policies can lead to multiple policy decisions (Braun 
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and Busch 1999; Goldstein and Keohane 1993). These accounts omit 
the signifi cance of  the power politics intrinsic in trade negotiations 
and the power politics of  knowledge in infl uencing fi rst the conceptual 
change and then the instrumental change to a scenario of  permanent 
negotiations. In this context, research can serve as a focal point that 
allows members of  a community to share analyses of  the environment, 
the consequences of  policies, and the legitimisation of  change.

At the risk of  belabouring the point, while policy can contradict 
prevailing conventional wisdom, the availability of  research and ideas 
does not always produce policy change. There is plenty of  evidence 
of  research that only translates into action after being in the public 
domain for decades. Furthermore, situations where research fi ndings 
do not translate into policy are just as common as situations where 
research shared and accepted by a minority becomes actual policies. 
Paradoxically, this lack of  understanding discourages the study of  how 
the construction of  research itself  infl uences policy and has relegated 
ideas-based explanations of  trade policy to a subsidiary role. Trade 
negotiations on a reciprocal basis are driven intensely by knowledge. It 
is essential to avoid cleavage along simple moral or ideological lines in 
order to develop viable negotiating positions. Placing demands directly 
under the aegis of  visibly ideological grounds tends to extinguish rather 
than create political synergy. Negotiations require a continuing series 
of  moves on which some agreement can be developed even between 
partners of  opposing camps. Research can matter, not simply because it 
can provide the substantive content of  a country’s demands in a trade 
negotiation, but also because it can serve as an important legitimising 
device. There are thus two distinctive, and sometimes mutually exclusive, 
purposes for research: the fi rst is to shape to a country’s negotiating 
agenda, whereas the second is to build consensus and legitimise the 
implementation of  an agenda that has evolved as a result of  several 
other, often political, forces (see the chapters by Rafael Gomez and 
Morley Gunderson, Clive George and Colin Kirkpatrick, Paul Mably, 
and Amrita Narlikar and Diana Tussie on the weight of  legitimisation). 
The distinction between these two purposes of  research assumes special 
relevance in the context of  negotiations.

What Role for Ideas and Research?

To some scholars, ideas operate at a normative level by limiting the 
choices available to actors, while to others ideas operate at the cognitive 
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level by providing new information in uncertain environments. Rational 
choice approaches to modelling ideas frequently use the former. These 
models treat ideas in much the same way as institutions that infl uence 
choice by constraining the options available to decision makers ( Jacob-
sen 1995). Recent work on ideas as focal points incorporates elements 
of  both approaches. Ideas constrain policy choices and induce unique 
equilibriums under uncertain environments (Braun and Busch 1999; 
Goldstein and Keohane 1993).

Peter Hall (1989) suggests that a new system of  economic ideas will 
take hold in a society when there is a clear need for them, as well as a 
clear and congruent political dimension. He uses the concepts of  ‘viabili-
ties’ (economic, political, and administrative) to explain the reception 
of  Keynesian ideas in the post-war decades. Peter Gourevitch (2005) 
provides a somewhat different schema. Synthesising the theoretical and 
empirical literature on the role and power of  ideas and drawing on 
European and North American experience he selects three explanatory 
factors—which drive change. These are:

• fi rst, the infl uence of  epistemic communities, or key intellectual elites 
within a particular discipline, in this case economics;

• second, the extent of  external pressures from the international com-
munity; and

• third, the role of  internal political actors—especially those to whom 
decision makers listen.

In contrast to models of  the diffusion of  new economic ideas in indus-
trialised countries, Gourevitch’s approach emphasises that in some 
circumstances external pressures need to be considered as an active 
force (not a mere constraint) and that training in economics needs to 
be taken into account as a crucial transmission mechanism. Gourevitch 
develops the second driver—external leverage—under four headings: the 
U.S. administration, the international fi nancial institutions such as the 
IMF, multilateral treaties such as the WTO and the North American 
Free Trade Agreement (NAFTA), and global market actors. Their infl u-
ence can be considered as part of  that of  the epistemic community of  
economists: the leverage arises from their ability to infl uence economic 
outcomes through access to research, fi nance, and markets.

The problem with ideational arguments arises from the fact that 
the availability of  ideas does not alway produce policy change. While 
institutions may produce regular and predictable patterns of   behaviour, 
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there is a perception that ideas only infl uence political processes under 
certain circumstances. This situation has led many scholars to view ideas 
as ‘hooks’ selectively used by political actors to further their interests 
(Shepsle 1985; Jacobsen 1995). According to this argument, the problem 
with ideas-based accounts is not that they do not explain how ideas 
infl uence policy, but that they fail to predict when. Prediction is possible 
if  we are able to identify ex ante the interests of  those who use ideas as 
hooks. The production of  research and the chains of  transmission to 
enable hooking remain unquestioned, treated as the luck rather than 
the skill of  deep-sea fi shers.

In short, the third factor—domestic politics—holds the balance and 
can make a substantial difference. The case studies in this book are 
set at the level of  domestic politics and in-country conditions and look 
at the interaction between in-country research and globally produced 
and circulated knowledge. In much mainstream literature, knowledge is 
conceived as a product travelling freely and that the transfer of  knowl-
edge occurs in a political vacuum. From discussions of  international 
best practices to initiatives such as the Global Development Network, 
research is often packaged as a value-free technical entity that can be 
delivered untouched as a development solution.4

Strands of  Research: Is There a Difference between Ideas and Research?

In the context of  analysing policy change, Carol Weiss (1979) sug-
gests grouping research into three main categories: research as ideas, 
research as data, and research as argumentation. Although these are 
ideal types, the breakdown is useful when examining when and how 
research contributed to an episode of  policy change.

• Research as an idea exists in a diffuse form, and can be equated 
to the particular beliefs and principles held by a large number of  
people. As capacities these enable certain kinds of  action or ‘ways of  
being in the world’. Ideas can be traced to epistemic communities. 
This category of  research is usually brought to bear when a broad 
(or conceptual) policy direction is sought: in the realm of  trade, 
the initial turn to trade liberalisation, or the acceptance of  a major 

4 For a discussion about the Global Development Network, see Stone (2000).
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negotiation that will change the given structure of  incentives. Here 
the research contribution is often over long periods of  time.

• Research as data provides answers to the ‘real’ questions that preoc-
cupy policy makers, such as ‘how far should I go in opening’—answers 
that cannot be deduced form the beliefs and principles. In the realm 
of  trade, such research can play a role to guide the choice of  instru-
ments at a certain point in the decision-making process. The product 
of  such research is often put forward in rational, technocratic terms 
and is aimed at addressing an existing policy problem.

• Research as argumentation emerges when it is employed in advocacy; 
it is brought to bear to advance a specifi c cause.

The chapters in this volume cover all three categories (see Table 1–1). 
For the purposes of  this study, we adopt a broad defi nition of  research 
to encompass any systematic exercise to increase the existing stock of  
knowledge. In the context of  trade, this may include various forms of  
knowledge generation, such as academic research conducted at univer-
sities, policy briefs and papers from research think tanks, critiques by 
advocacy groups, and consultancy reports, as well as statistical analyses 
of  trade fl ows conducted by national statistical institutes. Such research 
may therefore be conducted by a variety of  individuals, including aca-
demics, policy consultants, researchers in major international fi nancial 
institutions, advocacy groups and government statisticians.5 The initia-
tion of  a policy tends to be more idea and advocacy intensive. As the 
policy becomes embedded the need for data takes the lead, and research 
becomes more demand driven with a short-run dictating the need.

Policy Communities: Does Geography Matter in Trade Negotiations?

Prevailing ideas may be an important determinant of  policy choice and 
persistence. Scholars have offered arguments with respect to the power 
of  broad visions of  reality, or epistemes, that provide the assumptions 
from which policies follow and shape the pattern of  politics along time. 
Peter Haas’s work (1992) on the role of  international epistemic com-
munities illustrates how the transnational collaboration of  ‘professionals’ 

5 There is a growing literature on the subject of  research utilisation involving the 
International Development Center (IDRC) and the Overseas Development Institute 
(ODI) as well as the Economic and Social Science Research Council (ESRC) among 
others.
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Table 1–1: Classifi cation of  the Episodes

Type of  Policy Change

Instrumental Changes Conceptual Changes

Categories 
of  Research

Research as 
Ideas

Canada–United States 
Free Trade Agreement 
of  1989 (Chapter 2)

Establishment of  
the Capital Goods 
Protocol between 
Argentina and Brazil 
(1985–88) (Chapter 4)

Shift in India’s 
position on trade 
facilitation from 
an inward-looking 
defensive approach to 
an outward-oriented 
approach (Chapter 7)

Research as 
Data

North American Free 
Trade Agreement of  
1993 (Chapter 2)

Common External 
Tariff  of  Mercosur 
(1991–94) (Chapter 4)

Most favoured nation 
tariff  reductions 
(Chapter 6)

Research as 
Argumentation

Hong Kong ministerial 
of  the World Trade 
Organization in 
December 2005 
(Chapter 3)

Nigeria’s adoption 
of  the Common 
External Tariff  of  the 
Economic Community 
of  West African States 
(Chapter 5)

Ministerial summit of  
the Euro-Mediterranean 
Partnership (Chapter 3)

Egypt–European 
Union Partnership 
Agreement (Chapter 6)

Internal consensus 
among G33 countries 
(Chapter 9)

Effective participation 
in rulemaking in 
the World Trade 
Organization 
(Chapter 8)

Consensus in the World 
Trade Organization 
(Chapter 8)

Note: The types of  infl uence in this table are drawn from Carden, Neilsen, Smutylo 
et al. (2002).
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can shape policy preferences and are applied to problem solving. The 
term epistemic communities refers to a congregation sharing the same 
world view (or episteme). It is an international network of  professionals 
with recognised expertise and competence in a particular domain and 
an authoritative claim to policy-relevant knowledge within that domain 
or issue area. The professionals in an epistemic community have a 
shared set of  normative and principled beliefs: common casual beliefs, 
which are derived from the analysis of  practices leading or contributing 
to a central set of  problems in their domain and which then serve as 
the basis for elucidating the multiple linkages between possible policy 
actions and desired outcomes. They also share notions of  validity and 
a mutual policy enterprise. The policy ideas of  epistemic communities 
generally evolve independently, rather than under the direct infl uence 
of  government sources of  authority, but they are in close contact with 
policy events. The inclusion of  some academics in state policy-making 
bureaucracies or in the decision-making process further entrenches 
the infl uence of  the knowledge-based community (see Chapter 6 by 
Ahmed Farouk Ghoneim). It is the political infi ltration of  an epistemic 
community into governing institutions that lays the groundwork for a 
broader acceptance of  the community’s beliefs and ideas. The result 
in turn may be the creation of  the proper constructions of  reality with 
respect to a particular issue area as well as mutual expectations and a 
mutual predictability of  intention. Members of  international epistemic 
communities can infl uence state interests either by directly identifying 
them for decision makers or by illuminating the salient dimensions of  
an issue from which the decision makers may then infer their interests. 
Within this framework, epistemic communities are international sources 
of  policy innovations. Economic and political networking allows them to 
control the channels by which these innovations diffuse and to become 
the torchbearers of  new ideas, setting standards for some policies and 
freezing out others as wrongheaded.

The reform of  trade policy can be viewed as a process by which 
intellectual innovations were carried out by domestic and international 
organisations and were introduced into the policy process to become the 
basis of  new or transformed domestic interests. Likewise, under speci-
fi ed conditions, international politics can be seen as a process by which 
innovations are diffused to become the basis of  new or changed inter-
national practices. While the proliferating reforms of  the 1990s can be 
explained by the infl uence of  hegemonic epistemic communities, trade 
negotiations cannot be explained away under the same rubric. They 
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require more interest-based problem solving and hands-on research. 
Agenda setting, assessment, and the construction of  counter-proposals 
involve continuous evaluations and fi ltering to suggest alternative modes 
of  actions. Research is more a servant of  policy-in-the-negotiating-mode 
rather than its master.

Negotiations require the construction of  a ‘maximum aspiration’ 
position as well as a reserve position, which will be the lowest accept-
able outcome. A negotiating strategy includes a comparison of  the 
potential advantages of  a negotiated solution with alternatives available 
away from the negotiating table. The strategy of  walking away should 
be based on sound analysis of  the likelihood of  securing a better or 
more acceptable outcome through negotiations. A negotiating party 
can develop the strength and availability of  what is often called a 
BATNA (best alternative to a negotiated agreement) while conversely 
introducing evidence into the negotiating process that threatens the 
attractiveness of  other negotiating parties’ BATNAs. Clear analyses 
of  BATNAs are important factors in a successful negotiating strategy 
because they allow for wise decisions on whether to accept a negotiated 
agreement. As such, BATNAs provide a standard that will prevent a 
party from accepting terms that are too unfavourable and from reject-
ing convenient terms. Furthermore, having a good BATNA increases a 
party’s negotiating power and a well-prepared negotiating team will be 
able to gauge the desire of  the other team for an agreement. This will 
allow for the most effective use of  pressure and the most appropriate 
demands being placed upon the other negotiating team.

In the process of  negotiation, analyses and integration of  different 
proposals is required. Here a proposed ‘package’ is developed that 
involves each party making a concession in different topics to produce 
relative satisfaction to all parties. The gap between the interests is 
breached when each side gives something to the other side and vice 
versa. This is possible through issue linkages; each party makes conces-
sions in different topics so that the balance produces relative satisfaction. 
Parties must work to develop potential options for such issue linkages and 
need to have something to offer each other. Negotiators can enlarge the 
space of  agreement by identifying and discussing a range of  alternatives, 
by improving the quality and quantity of  information available to the 
other parties, and by trying to infl uence the perception of  the other 
party. Much of  trade negotiation involves such integrative bargaining 
because parties can enlarge the area where their interests overlap by 
identifying and discussing a range of  alternative options and opinions 
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(Saner 2001; Narlikar 2005; Odell 2006). The purpose of  research can-
not be understood narrowly as self-serving because the most important 
function is to justify and explain demands of  one group to other groups. 
Tainted by special interests, it must reach out to others.

Facing the demands of  complex and perennially moving agendas, 
negotiators seek research-based support that is usable for a specifi c place 
and space of  time. Governments may therefore need the capacity not 
only to produce their own research but also to critically examine what 
is produced by authoritative centres, such as the World Bank and other 
multilateral organisations, which may have been shaped by perspectives 
that do not refl ect national priorities. As demands for such context-
 specifi c research arise, networks of  communities of  specialists capable of  
producing and providing it emerge and proliferate. The episodes studied 
in this book show how prevalent these sources of  research are in trade 
negotiations and how intense the chains of  transmission from policy to 
the research community are (see the chapters by Rafael Gomez and 
Morley Gunderson, Mercedes Botto and Andrea Bianculli, and Kehinde 
Ajayi and Philip Osafo-Kwaakoy). They emphasise the social and con-
structive character of  research and how it is continuously reproduced 
and negotiated, and hence always dynamic and provisional.

Research produced by insiders or outsiders that are plugged into 
the machinery as compared to research produced outside is based on 
quite different forms of  problem conceptualisation. The ways in which 
research is used in the policy process also differs substantially. The 
chances of  directly infl uencing the policy regime are greater, but the 
chances of  mutual enlightenment drip by drip are also high. Thus 
the generation of  research advances in a dialogic and evolutionary 
process that manifests itself  in the interpersonal and inter-institutional 
exchanges of  the policy community.

Several analysts argue that policy-making processes can usefully be 
investigated using notions such as policy community or advocacy coali-
tion (see, for example, Kingdon 1984; Sabatier and Jenkins-Smith 1993). 
While these two notions differ, they broadly share the view that some 
specialists, such as academics, consultants, and other researchers, in a 
particular policy area, will help form a community that is bounded. 
However, without a focus on the political and institutional context within 
which research and policy interact, such dynamics may be lacking.

Although international infl uences are important, they also need the 
systematic and active engagement of  actors within a country to be 
translated into policy. It is important to distinguish the initial  acceptance 



14 diana tussie

of  a new idea from the embedding of  the research in policy (see the 
chapters by Abhijit Das and Ahmed Farouk Ghoneim on the moment 
of  uptake). To be able to do so, an idea requires what Peter Hall (1989) 
calls viability. Differences between countries become more evident in 
this transition than in the generation of  research, and the complex role 
of  internal social and political structures and institutions is revealed. As 
an idea moves from acceptance to being embedded and as a country 
moves from reform to negotiations, political infl uences of  particular 
sectional and regional interests come into play, infl uencing the political 
potential of  research insofar as they imply support for a particular sector 
(such as export agriculture), social group (such as import competition), 
or geographical region (such as a regional grouping). It is this political 
dissonance between general principles and particular infl uences that 
often underlies the adoption of—as opposed to the acquiescence to—a 
policy proposal. In the process of  adopting the proposal, considerable 
degrees of  adaptation, translation, and integration take place, and 
local community of  practice comes into play (see Chapter 4 by Mer-
cedes Botto and Andrea Bianculli). Few if  any of  the authors in this 
volume consider external leverage to be the overriding determinant 
of  uptake in trade negotiations. Rather, internal political structures 
respond to and modify the products of  knowledge, so that the interac-
tion between external leverage and internal agendas determines how 
research is played out through a complex and contested process of  
social decoding, feedback, and redefi nition. The third driver identifi ed 
by Weiss—the forces of  internal politics and group interest—becomes 
more important as the discussion shifts from the issue of  policy shifts 
to trade negotiations.

Trade negotiations occur at two levels (Evans et al. 1993). The fi rst 
refers to the relation between the country authorities and the external 
partner. The second refers to the in-country negotiations with relevant 
actors, legislature, business, trade unions. These games occur simul-
taneously and interact with each other constantly along the process. 
At the second level, negotiations with domestic interests take place, in 
order to refl ect those point of  view at the fi rst level and ensure that the 
results will be subsequently accepted and ratifi ed. At the second level, 
all stakeholders that can infl uence the process or the fi nal ratifi cation 
are alert, and active, either on the offensive or the defensive. These 
may range from legislative members to various representatives of  civil 
society. Negotiations require more interest-based, problem-solving, 
hands-on research, from inside the policy process. In practice trade 
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remains an inherently and overtly political process and, consequently, 
research uptake is also political. Decision makers will not always defer 
to the opinion of  consultants ‘out there’ or trust broad-based knowledge 
as impartial, usable, or applicable.

Research matters, but it is shaped by geography and it needs to 
respond to demand in order to be effective. Research is not produced 
nor does it exist in a vacuum. The interaction between the production 
of  research and the policy process make it possible to understand when 
and why research infl uences trade negotiations. Research and policies 
evolve as the product of  a cycle in which events lead to new thinking 
and new policies the consequences of  which, in turn, often reveal new 
problems, thereby giving rise to further developments in thinking and 
policies. But both thinking and policies are heavily infl uenced by power-
ful interest groups, themselves shaped by the consequences of  policy.

Scholars have made signifi cant progress in explaining how ideas 
and research can infl uence policy decisions (Weiss 1991; Carden 2004; 
Court et al. 2005). However, it remains diffi cult to pinpoint when policy 
change is due to infl uential research and how the trade policy process 
incorporates and embeds research-based innovations. One way to 
examine this question is to start with the research and look out to the 
infl uence that intervention had on the policy canvas, pinpointing how 
a body of  research is called in when a window of  opportunity opens 
or when interests can be hooked on to it. The case studies in this book 
have employed a contrasting dynamic, tracking backward from policy 
to identify research-based infl uences (see Chapter 10 by Fred Carden). 
The episode study is a particular approach to a case study, where the 
episode of  policy infl uence is the starting point for the case study. Thus, 
this method focusses on a clear policy change and tracks back to assess 
what impact research had among the variety of  issues that led to such 
policy change.

Part II: Instrumental Change, Operational Research

What Is an Episode of  Policy Change?

In order to defi ne an episode of  policy change we fi rst need to be clear 
as to what we mean by policy. We need to know what it is that might 
be changing before we can decide whether any observed differences 
constitute an ‘episode of  change’. Policy is commonly used to refer to 
many different things but policy can be grouped into two general types. 
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One classical and relatively straightforward type of  policy is primarily 
defi ned as a product or object; typically it is the result of  a choice (or 
a series of  interrelated choices) to undertake some course of  action 
(or inaction). Expressions of  general purpose, specifi c proposals, deci-
sions, and formal rules all fi t within this conception of  policy (Minogue 
1997). A second, more interaction-based type of  policy refers more to 
the processes of  negotiation and infl uence than to the products of  that 
process. Examples of  what constitutes policy in this conception include 
particular ways of  defi ning problems within organisations, and the range 
of  participants and the diversity of  their agendas that are brought to 
bear on the activities of  negotiation and decision making.

Any of  these notions can play into defi ning an episode of  policy 
change. However, some policies are far more readily identifi able as for-
mal and discreet, for example a legislative decision; and changes to this 
kind of  policy—or a lack of  change—are relatively easy to recognise. 
With more interactive conceptions of  policy, such as those concerned 
with negotiations and the inclusion or exclusion of  stakeholders, it 
may be diffi cult for researchers to distinguish whether any aspects of  
policy have changed. As Carden explains in Chapter 10, this is partly 
because such changes are less evident, and also because those changes 
may be incremental and may well occur over long periods. For example, 
it is far less clear when gradual shifts in the way policy makers defi ne 
problems constitute an episode of  policy change, unlike when a new 
piece of  legislation or declaration of  intent is made. Nonetheless, those 
more subtle changes may be no less important.

Policy changes may be categorised in a variety of  ways, but many 
commentators distinguish between instrumental change, which refers 
to relatively small, incremental changes in daily administrative policy 
issues, and conceptual change, which refers to more gradual shifts in 
terms of  policy makers’ awareness and reorientation of  their basic 
perspectives (e.g., Caplan 1979; Weiss 1991; Neilson 2001; Davies 
et al. 2005). This distinction is ideal because, in practice, changes to 
policies likely lie somewhere on a continuum between instrumental and 
conceptual. Nevertheless, the differentiation is useful, especially since, 
as far as the relationship between research and policy is concerned, 
policy makers use research not only in the more instrumental sense of  
applying data and information to policy decisions, but also, or even 
predominantly, as a source of  ideas and a means of  enlightening or 
broadening the existing knowledge base over time. This in turn can 
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gradually shift conceptual thinking (and the policies supporting that 
conceptual thinking).

Compared to instrumental shifts, conceptual policy changes—whether 
in relation to changes in specifi c proposals, decisions, or rules, or in 
relation to the processes of  policy defi nition, negotiation, and infl u-
ence—are likely to be far less transparent, more subjective in nature. 
They usually occur over a longer time and are frequently affected by a 
wider range of  factors. For those reasons, conceptual policy changes may 
not be diffi cult to recognise although it may be very diffi cult to establish 
the infl uence of  any one factor, such as a piece of  research. Thus, in 
examining instances of  policy change, or lack of  change, instrumental 
shifts may be easier to research. Conversely, when examining the effects 
of  a piece of  research it may be easier to consider only the impact of  
research on instrumental shifts in policy, perhaps missing the potential 
contribution to less visible—but perhaps just as signifi cant—conceptual 
shifts in policy. What windows of  opportunity were used and how? 
Tracking backward from policy to identify (research-based) infl uences 
represent a challenge in disaggregating the impacts of  multiple infl u-
ences and multiple research strands (Davies et al. 2005). The central 
purpose is heuristic; it can make infl uence intelligible but in a way that 
does not lose the connection to other factors at play.

What Is the Value of  Researching the Research/Policy Interface?

The interface or relationship between research and policy change can 
be examined empirically in a number of  different ways. These include, 
for example, general studies of  research institutions and their strategies 
for infl uencing policy, studies of  policy institutions and their relation-
ships with research providers, or studies of  the nature and activities of  
epistemic networks related to particular policy topics. The approach that 
has been adopted for this book—of  choosing to focus on discreet cases 
of  policy change and asking if  and how research has contributed to 
those changes—has several potential benefi ts, but also poses a number 
of  potential risks that must be considered in order to draw insights and 
conclusions (Carden 2004).

One important risk is that this approach may tend to focus on clearly 
observable, distinct, instances of  policy change. As discussed above, the 
relatively more diffuse effects of  research—in particular gradual shifts 
in conceptual thinking—are diffi cult to recognise. They may, however, 
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constitute a far more important and signifi cant impact of  research, 
compared to more immediate direct impacts on policy. Even when 
they are recognisable, such shifts in conceptual thinking take place 
over a long period and thus may be diffi cult empirically to investigate. 
For example, Paul Sabatier and Hank Jenkins-Smith (1993), hold that 
the process of  policy change and the role of  policy learning requires a 
decade or more of  observation. Yet how in practice might we explore 
the likely multiple causes, including research, of  a ten-year shift in 
conceptual thinking on the part of  policy makers? The temptation will 
be to focus on more ‘do-able’ examples, in the process perhaps miss-
ing some interesting aspects of  the research-policy relationship. The 
latter might include, for example, the effects of  research, among many 
other activities, in the inclusion of  new issues in policy discussions, e.g., 
environment into trade policy discussions.

Furthermore, certain kinds of  research tend to lend themselves more 
than other kinds to changes in conceptual thinking. An example here 
might be research illustrating how greater civil society participation 
in policy making brings a range of  potential benefi ts to processes of  
governance (see Chapter 3 by Clive George and Colin Kirkpatrick). 
The value of  these kinds of  research, or their potential impact, may 
not be picked up by methods that focus solely on instrumental policy 
changes, unless analysis of  policy changes is sensitive enough to cap-
ture the more diffuse ideas-based changes. Thus one consequence of  
focussing on episodes of  more instrumental instances of  policy change 
may be that ‘research as data’ is recognised as more infl uential than 
‘research as argument’ or ‘research as advocacy’, although the second 
and third types may be just as infl uential in policy change, or more 
so, although less visible.

Another consequence of  focussing on clearly observable, discreet cases 
of  policy change is that such an approach may inadvertently provide 
support to the assumption that the use of  research feeds into the policy-
making process in a direct, or linear, manner. Linear conceptions of  the 
research-policy relationship tend to be limited to instrumental, relatively 
short-term changes in policy decisions and to ‘research as data’ rather 
than broader more diffuse changes in policy conception. Several com-
mentators have argued, however, that the relationship between research 
and policy should be seen as more dynamic and complex than in the 
linear model, with an emphasis on two-way processes between research 
and policy (e.g., Weiss 1991; Webber 1991; Garrett and Islam 1998; 
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Neilson 2001; Court et al. 2005).6 Thus various contextual factors may 
play a key part both in defi ning the question that a research project 
tackles and in infl uencing the impact of  that research on policy. In 
contrast to the lineal model, where underlying the question is ‘What 
can the researcher do to capture the attention of  decision makers in 
order to utilise the results of  their research in policy’, the two-way-
processes perspective assumes a different key question: ‘Why are some 
of  the ideas that circulate in the research-policy arenas picked up and 
acted on, while others are ignored and disappear?’ Is demand-driven 
research most likely to infl uence policy effectively? The episodes of  
trade policy change and negotiations included in this volume show 
the growing relevance of  commissioned research both by governments 
and interest groups in increasingly contested settings designed from the 
beginning to support a particular cause—research not as independent 
evidence waiting to be ‘hooked’, but as instrumental and supportive to 
policy decisions taken on other grounds. Such a particular way of  doing 
research differs signifi cantly from the traditional academic approach, 
enjoying an aura of  otherworldliness.

Most studies so far have argued that the role for research is stron-
ger in support of  a paradigm change than in operationalisation and 
reinforcement once the winds of  change have settled. The studies of  
instrumental change in this book show that trade negotiations provide 
a new pull for analytical activities to search, research, enquire, produce 
evidence, and validate (see Table 1–1). There is a clear demand for 
research from policy makers (Carden 2007). The primary users of  this 
type of  research are those on the front line of  policy development, the 
in-house machinery requiring thorough research for hard-headed nego-
tiations. Building policy in the context of  negotiations requires alertness 
to opportunity and the ability to be present with policy-driven papers. 
This post-academic fashion has fi ve distinctive features:

• It is a mode of  research production for policy endeavours that stands 
in contrast to two traditions, that of  the public intellectual (the ‘sniper’ 

6 Thus the development of  bridges to overcome supply- and demand-side obstacles 
to those links does not seem to apply comfortably to the specifi c case of  trade policy 
and reform. Research and policy are signifi cantly more inter-related (see Stone 2002; 
Stone and Denham 2004). 
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challenging and contesting perverse decision making) and that of  the 
apolitical objectivity or rigour of  ‘pure’ academic knowledge.

• It is produced and validated in the context of  application as a result 
of  the policy process.

• The research agenda is politically embedded and arises from the 
policy priorities that result from ongoing engagement with decision 
makers. It is path dependent, i.e., the problem is conceptualised tak-
ing into account the rules of  the game and the range of  politically 
feasible options at both international and domestic levels (in terms 
of  international negotiations). 

• There is greater accountability to relevant stakeholders than to estab-
lished professional literature or academic review systems. Instead of  
relying on peer review, post-academic research relies on a wider set 
of  criteria to judge quality, value, and usefulness to the conceptuali-
sation and resolution of  a problem. Such forms of  quality control 
and validation mechanism do not give up the quest for technical 
excellence, but draw on technical evidence for a cause that weighs 
more than academic or professional validation.

• The product is problem-driven knowledge that is required and used 
because it is not only technically sound but also socially robust, i.e., 
it is perceived as legitimate and fair for a given purpose.

This pushes the analyst of  the research-policy interface to focus more on 
the institutional and political context within which research and policy 
are interacting, rather than just the characteristics of  the research itself  
or the relationships between researchers and policy makers.

Although there are potential risks associated with deciding to focus 
on episodes of  policy change in order to investigate the research-policy 
relationship there are several potential benefi ts too. For example, a 
detailed focus on specifi c cases of  policy change can begin to untangle 
some of  the complexity of  the political processes at work in contributing 
to that instance of  change. In practice, multiple and often confounding 
variables will contribute to instances of  policy change, and without care-
ful empirical study it may be extremely diffi cult to address the question 
of  when, under what circumstances, and how research is infl uential in 
the policy process. Alternative research approaches may simply lack 
the forensic view that such case studies can provide.

For example, close empirical scrutiny of  an episode of  policy change 
may allow us to clarify the causal relationship between research and 
policy change. Thus the different circumstances in which policy makers 
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or interest groups draw on research to support or legitimate a policy 
decision that has already been or will be made or in which research 
contributes to causing that change in policy may not be visible except 
by using a careful case-study approach.

As argued above, a focus on episodes of  policy change may restrict 
attention to the relationship between research as data and observable, 
discreet, instances of  policy change, rather than research as ideas and 
gradual shifts in conceptual thinking over time. Yet, if  analysts take 
care to include the latter, a case-study approach may be particularly 
valuable. This is because one of  the characteristics of  research as ideas, 
as opposed to research as data, is that, the actual fi ndings of  a study 
will have disappeared and become transformed into a simple ‘story’ 
(Weiss 1991). Perhaps the best way to show how such stories affect 
policy decisions and policy-making processes and to relate such stories 
to their origins in research is through careful case studies.

A second type of  benefi t is conceptual self-consciousness: a careful 
case-study—based approach may help guard against a tendency on the 
part of  protagonists to exaggerate the actual infl uence of  research on 
policy makers. Since researchers (and funders) everywhere are under 
considerable pressure to demonstrate the value of  their work, for 
example in terms of  policy relevance and infl uence, they may overstate 
the impact of  their work unless such claims can be carefully examined 
using a case-study approach. Similarly, policy makers may sometimes 
fi nd it easier to defend an account of  how and why policies changed by 
reference to rational evidence-based factors rather than as a response 
to political circumstances and interests. General analyses of  institutions, 
based for example on interviews with protagonists without tying them 
to specifi c cases may, by comparison, present an overly rosy picture of  
the relationship between research and policy.

The Riddle in Trade Episodes

The above discussion on the complex nature of  the interaction of  
research and policy, and how trade policy has been explained so far, 
indicates several hypotheses that the empirical studies of  the research—
policy boundary in this volume can illustrate. These hypotheses include 
the following:

• Conceptual policy changes are opaque, subjective in nature, take 
place over a long period, and are caused by a wide and interacting 
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range of  factors. As a consequence, the empirical relationship between 
research and conceptual policy change is very diffi cult to investigate 
because it is not a linear relationship.

• The relationship between research and policy is more dynamic and 
complex than generally assumed by linear models. Instead there 
are two-way processes between research and policy. Thus various 
contextual factors may play a key part both in defi ning the question 
that a research project tackles and in infl uencing the impact of  that 
research on policy.

• In practice, multiple and sometimes confounding variables contribute 
to instances of  policy change. Without careful empirical study, the 
question of  when, under what circumstances, and how research is 
infl uential in the policy process may be extremely diffi cult to address. 
An empirical scrutiny of  an episode of  policy change can clarify the 
complexity of  the causal relationship between research and policy 
change and address the problem of  attribution.

• If  research is not the key driver on policy change, there must be other 
drivers against which research should be compared, which requires 
additional research. The additionality of  research refers to the value 
added by research to the policy process.

The chapters in this volume provide valuable insights on these issues and 
hypotheses and assess the role played by research on specifi c episodes 
of  trade policy change around the world. Thus chapters two and three 
focus on paradigmatic shifts, looking at the role of  research in changing 
and adapting the mainstream approach to trade by providing evidence 
on how trade works as well as endowing legitimacy on a major policy 
change. Specifi cally, in Chapter 2 Rafael Gomez and Morley Gunderson 
look at the trade policy change implemented by Canada and examine 
how research initiatives can be used to win the support of  domestic 
lobbies and how they can serve as legitimising instruments, whereas 
Clive George and Colin Kirkpatrick in Chapter 3 explore the infl uence 
of  the sustainability impact assessment programme of  the European 
Commission on EU trade policy and parallel policy measures.

The fourth and fi fth chapters consider instrumental changes in 
countries that have adopted a common external tariff  at the regional 
level and look at the conditions and timing for research uptake. In this 
regard, in Chapter 4 Mercedes Botto and Andrea Bianculli compare 
two instances in Argentina’s regional integration process and identify 
the type of  knowledge produced, the articulation established with 
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policy makers, and the factors that either promoted or hindered uptake, 
while in Chapter 5 Philip Osafo Kwaako and Kehinde Ajayi assess the 
political context of  tariff  reform for Nigeria’s adoption of  the common 
external tariff  of  the Economic Community of  West African States 
(ECOWAS), as well as the role of  various stakeholders in the process. 
Chapters six and seven examine how interests are fl eshed out through 
research production and draw a contrast between two institutional set-
ups. Ahmed Farouk Ghoneim in Chapter 6 analyses how the process 
of  formulating trade policy in Egypt takes up independent ideas in an 
informal setting, whereas Abhijit Das in Chapter 7 studies the case of  
trade facilitation in India and the role played by the United Nations 
Convention on Trade and Development (UNCTAD) where, in contrast, 
linkages between research, policy, and implementation are signifi cantly 
more structured in a democratic set-up.

Finally, chapters eight and nine provide the last episodes analysed 
in this volume and look at how research can be infl uential in forming 
coalitions to negotiate in the WTO process. There are ever growing 
numbers of  such coalitions active in the WTO; not only do they show 
more resilience than anticipated, but also their proposals are character-
ised by an unprecedented familiarity with technical detail, which sug-
gests that they are backed by substantive research. In particular, these 
studies assess the cases of  the G20—in Chapter 8 by Amrita Narlikar 
and Diana Tussie—and the G33—in Chapter 9 by Paul Mably—in 
the WTO, contrasting the centralised research production for the latter 
with the multiple research sources of  the former. In Chapter 10 Fred 
Carden looks back at each of  the contributions through the lens of  the 
episode approach and teases out the consequences of  the issues raised. 
The book closes with a refl ection on the other side of  the equation 
and turns to the infl uence of  policy making on the research setting. It 
examines the conditions under which trade research is produced and 
the types of  products that result in preparation for these battles.

These episode studies have worked with two types of  policy change: 
instrumental change that leads to the opening of  windows and the cre-
ation of  tools that can expand the texture of  negotiations to political 
exigencies, and conceptual change (or normative change) that involves 
a more radical overthrow of  a policy framework.7 The purpose of  

7 Lindquist (2001) contends that instances of  policy changes may be viewed as 
being routine, incremental, fundamental, or emergent. Routine changes involve minor 
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research in each episode can be classifi ed, according to the categories 
used by Weiss, into research as an idea, research as data, and research 
as argumentation. These typologies and categorisations provide a use-
ful roadmap8 to present the episodes here and the type of  infl uence in 
which research made a difference9 in a systematic and useful fashion, 
as showed in Table 1–1.10
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CHAPTER TWO

CREATION OF VALUES AND PRINCIPLES: 
CANADA’S EXPERIENCE WITH THE CUSFTA AND NAFTA

Rafael Gomez and Morley Gunderson1

The purpose of  this chapter is to examine the role of  research on 
trade policy based on Canada’s experience with the Canada-U.S. 
Free Trade Agreement of  1989 (FTA) and its subsequent expansion 
to include Mexico under the North American Free Trade Agreement 
(NAFTA) of  1992.

Examining the impact of  research on trade agreements is particularly 
informative in light of  the diffi culty of  conveying the economic argu-
ments in favour of  free trade to the general public and the political 
process. This has long been recognised. In his famous treatise in the 
late 1880s, Henry George (1886) argued that the greatest obstacle to 
free trade was in communicating to labour that the long-run benefi ts 
in the form of  real wage growth and job destruction exceeded the 
short-term adjustment costs. In their classic article, Wolfgang Stopler 
and Paul Samuelson (1941, 58) state: ‘Second only in political appeal 
to the argument that tariffs increase employment is the popular notion 
that the standard of  living of  the American worker must be protected 
against the ruinous competition of  cheap foreign labour.’

1 Rafael Gomez is an associate professor at Glendon College, York University, and 
a lecturer in management at the London School of  Economics and Political Science. 
He is also a research associate of  the Centre for Industrial Relations and the Centre 
for International Studies at the University of  Toronto. Morley Gunderson holds the 
CIBC Chair in Youth Employment at the University of  Toronto and is a professor 
at the Centre for Industrial Relations and the Department of  Economics. He is also 
a research associate of  the Institute for Policy Analysis, the Centre for International 
Studies, and the Institute for Life Course and Aging. Without implicating them for 
any of  the conclusions, the authors are indebted to Michael Baker, Dwayne Benjamin, 
Jeremy Bulow, Olivier Deschenes, Don Dewees, Cliff  Halliwell, Jennifer Hunt, Lisa 
Lynch, Alan Nymark, Daniel Parent, Craig Riddell, Dan Trefl er, Diana Tussie, and 
Klaus Zimmerman for helpful discussions. We are grateful to all the participants of  
the FLACSO seminar August 2006 (Buenos Aires) who provided comments at our 
presentation of  an earlier version of  this chapter.



32 rafael gomez and morley gunderson

The Canadian free trade agreements are excellent examples for 
illustrating the issue of  the role of  research because, although the 
movement to freer trade was described as a ‘leap of  faith’, it was cer-
tainly backed by considerable research. As discussed subsequently, that 
research ranged from policy-oriented discussion pieces to computable 
general equilibrium models. It included the spectrum of  work related 
to theory, evidence and policy. There was often a strong advocacy 
component, but not always.

Issues that will be dealt with in this chapter include: Did the research 
have any impact on the policies of  moving toward freer trade? If  so, 
why did the pro free trade research seem to dominate over the research 
against freer trade? What are the types of  research outputs that seem 
most important in affecting the policy initiatives? Are there key interac-
tions that must occur between the research and various stakeholders? 
Are there key inputs into the research that facilitate it having an effect on 
policy? Are there contrasts between the FTA and NAFTA with respect 
to a differential impact and does this shed light on the issue?

At the outset it should be emphasised that establishing a causal link 
whereby research affects policy is extremely diffi cult for a number of  
reasons (Gunderson 2007). Reverse causality may be present since policy 
makers who want a policy initiative in place may well foster the research 
that will support the initiative. This could come in many forms: com-
missioning background studies from sources known to favour the initia-
tive, designing the terms of  reference in ways that will yield supportive 
results, ‘advertising’ favourable results while ‘burying’ unfavourable ones, 
or reviewing the research with suggestions tilted toward infl uencing the 
results or having them presented in a favourable fashion.

Establishing a correlation between academic research and policy 
outcomes does not imply causality. For causality to be at work, the 
research results would have to be so powerful as to have an independent 
impact on policy initiatives.

It is also the case that we may only observe the research results when 
they confi rm the desired policy change. This can give the appearance 
that the research results positively infl uenced the policy change, espe-
cially as they are ‘trotted out’ to support the change. Otherwise, they 
may be buried or counter studies may be commissioned to offset their 
impact.
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Background

The Canada-U.S. Free Trade Agreement was negotiated between 1985 
and 1987 and implemented January 1, 1989. It emerged out of  an ear-
lier period of  nationalistic views and extensive government intervention 
in the economy during the 1960s and ’70s. From the mid 1970s to the 
1980s, the Canadian economy (and generally the U.S. and world econo-
mies) were in the worst shape since the Great Depression of  the 1930s. 
As outlined by John Chant (2005) both infl ation and unemployment 
were at double-digit levels and productivity and growth were lagging. 
Factors underlying this poor performance included the increase in oil 
prices by the Organization of  the Oil Producing Countries (OPEC) and 
attempts to fund both the Vietnam war and the ‘Great Society’ at the 
same time in the United States via an expansionary monetary policy.

In Canada, the response generally involved continued extensive 
government intervention and a nationalistic orientation in a number 
of  fronts. The Anti-Infl ation Board was established to administer wage 
and price controls from 1975 to 1978, and the National Energy Policy 
was established in 1980 to fi x energy prices. The 1980 government 
budget under Prime Minister Pierre Trudeau promised ‘new levels 
of  government intervention to encourage “Canadianization” of  the 
economy, the strategic use of  the Foreign Investment Review Agency, 
tougher rules for assuring government procurement contracts that 
would favour Canadian fi rms, and a new State Trading Corporation 
to help sell the products of  smaller Canadian companies to centrally 
planned economies’ (Chant 2005, 14). A high-tech industrial policy 
was also proposed.

These nationalistic and interventionist policies of  the mid 1970s 
to the early 1980s were generally supported by earlier royal commis-
sions, task forces, and government-commissioned reports that recom-
mended such initiatives. This was the case with the Royal Commission 
on Dominion-Provincial Relations reporting in 1940 and chaired by 
N.W. Rowell and Joseph Sirois, the Royal Commission on Canada’s 
Economic Prospects reporting in 1958 and chaired by Walter Gordon, 
the report of  the Task Force on Foreign Ownership and the Structure 
of  Canadian Industry chaired by Mel Watkins in 1968 and Foreign 
Direct Investment in Canada, the 1972 report by Herb Gray.

In the early 1980s, however, a transformation in political thinking 
began to occur. The same prime minister who brought the previously 
mentioned nationalist and interventionist government initiatives, and 
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who promised ‘even new levels of  government intervention’ and who 
instituted wage and price controls, appeared to have an epiphany 
guided by Adam Smith’s invisible hand. In a memo to his cabinet in 
1982, Trudeau stated: ‘Personally, I remain convinced that the primary 
engine of  economic development must be a dynamic private sector 
and that the market place is in most circumstances the best allocator 
of  scarce resources’ (Chant 2005, 17). Soon after in that same year, 
Trudeau appointed Donald Macdonald to chair the Royal Commission 
on the Economic Union and Development Prospects for Canada (the 
Macdonald Commission). The main recommendation of  that com-
mission was for a free trade agreement with Canada and the United 
States. In essence, the Canada-U.S. Free Trade Agreement of  1989 was 
spawned by the Macdonald Commission, which in turn arose out of  a 
transformation of  political views away from a nationalist-interventionist 
strategy and toward a more market-oriented one.

The Macdonald Commission and the Free Trade Recommendation2

As indicated, the Macdonald Commission was established in 1982—a 
time that marked the beginning of  a transformation of  political thinking 
within the Trudeau government away from a nationalistic-intervention-
ist strategy and toward a more market-based one. Macdonald himself  
appears to have undergone a similar transformation. As minister of  
energy earlier, he was responsible for nationalistic-interventionist policies 
including the National Oil Policy, the establishment of  a state-owned 
petroleum company, government investment in oil sands that at the time 
were not commercially viable, and price controls on uranium exports. 
Later, as minister of  fi nance, he was responsible for the wage-price con-
trol programme. In answer to the question of  what made him change 
his viewpoint, he indicates: ‘My experience in the private sector after 
my departure from government made it clear that state-controlled pro-
grams had failed to achieve the rates of  growth to which we all aspire’ 
(Macdonald 2005, 9). While his practical private-sector experience 
appears to explain his transformation from supporting a nationalistic-
interventionist strategy to a market-based one that would recommend 

2 Much of  this discussion is from Morley Gunderson (2007).
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the FTA, that recommendation was buttressed by numerous research 
studies that also endorsed the FTA, as discussed subsequently.

As stated by Macdonald (2005, 7): ‘The use of  the Royal Commis-
sion instrument to develop broad policy responses has now become a 
pattern in Canada. Rowell-Sirois, Walter Gordon and our Royal Com-
mission, each in its generation provided a perspective on the political 
economy of  Canada, of  our place within a changing world, and of  
policy responses for Canadians to choose.’3 In that vein, the issue of  
the impact of  research on public policy becomes closely linked to the 
extent to which research infl uences the recommendations of  such royal 
commissions.

The Macdonald Commission’s Origins and Mandate

The initial impetus for the Macdonald Commission was to recommend 
the means to foster internal trade within Canada in the hope that this 
would further a stronger internal economic union. The mandate was 
soon broadened extensively to involve the appropriate national goals 
and policies for economic development, and the appropriate institutional 
and constitutional arrangements to promote the liberty and well-being 
of  individual Canadians and the maintenance of  a strong Canadian 
economy (Royal Commission on the Economic Union and Develop-
ment Prospects for Canada 1985, 561). While the mandate was broad, 
its focus was that of  adapting to change.

The mandate was broadened because the forum of  a royal commis-
sion, with its public hearings and research programme, was regarded 
as desirable for obtaining information on a broader range of  policy 
issues that were beyond the capabilities of  the internal civil service 
to analyse. Furthermore, the arm’s-length nature of  the relationship 
between governments and such commissions meant that the government 
could select the recommendations it wanted. As Macdonald (2005, 2) 
says, ‘if  the recommendations were not acceptable to the government, 
it could disavow them’. This highlights that the link between research 
and public policy may be buffered through such institutional arrange-
ments as royal commissions and task forces. They may foster research, 

3 In an analysis of  the role of  research in royal commissions, Jane Jenson (1994) 
also indicates that earlier royal commissions based their recommendations on public 
hearings and legal expertise, while the latter ones turned increasingly to research, 
requiring the support of  facts.
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but they may also provide a mechanism for cherry-picking the results 
wanted by the political process—again highlighting the diffi culty of  
establishing a direct causal line between research and public policy. Even 
in such circumstances, however, the research has an indirect impact if  
it supports what the political process deems appropriate—in effect, if  
it provides the cherries to pick.

The research conducted and synthesised by the Macdonald Com-
mission was extensive, amounting to 280 studies done mainly by 300 
different academics in 70 volumes in three areas: law and constitutional 
issues, politics and institutions of  government, and economics. Trade 
was one of  seven areas under the economics umbrella, the others 
being macroeconomics, federalism and the economic union, industrial 
structure, income distribution and income security, labour markets and 
labour relations, and economic ideas and social issues. While trade was 
only one of  seven areas within the economics umbrella, and economics 
was only one of  three major areas under analysis, trade was described 
as its ‘signature analysis’ and the most immediate impact of  the com-
mission was described as giving ‘greater legitimacy and momentum to 
the argument for free trade with the US’ (Banting 2004).4

In his foreword to each of  the research volumes, Macdonald com-
mented on the dearth of  research at the time of  previous royal com-
missions: ‘Very little was known about the evolution of  the Canadian 
economy. What was known, moreover, had not been extensively ana-
lysed by the slender cadre of  social scientists of  the day.’ He further 
commented on the importance of  research for his own commission: 
‘We enjoyed a substantial advantage over our predecessors: we had a 
wealth of  information. We inherited the work of  scholars at universities 
across Canada and we had the benefi t of  the work of  experts across 
private research institutes and publicly sponsored organisations.’ He 
also commented, however, on the importance of  mechanisms such as 
royal commissions to link the research to public policy by fi lling the 
research gaps and consolidate the existing research: ‘Our problem was 
not a shortage of  information; it was to interrelate and integrate—to 
synthesise—the results of  much of  the information we already had.’ 
Gregory Inwood (1998, 16) also states that ‘from the very start, the 

4 Michael Hart (2005) states that ‘the Macdonald commission examined a wide 
range of  issues related to Canada’s economic and social circumstances, but its signature 
analysis concerned Canada’s performance as a trading nation’.
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Research Directors decided that the studies commissioned would not 
be intended to produce new, original or ground-breaking research, 
but rather work which summed up the state of  the discipline in which 
scholars were writing’.

This underscores the importance of  having both an existing stock 
of  cumulative research upon which to draw and the capability of  hav-
ing mechanisms to absorb such research and link it to the policy area. 
Academic research on its own may stay buried in the ivory towers 
if  it is not synthesised and translated into a language understood by 
policy makers. The incentive systems within the academic environment, 
however, generally do not reward such consolidation and translation, 
preferring instead the basic and applied research published in peer-
reviewed refereed journals. As such, it requires mechanisms such as 
royal commissions and task forces or individuals within government 
departments who can bridge the gap between academic research and 
public policy.

The research volumes of  the Macdonald Commission were of  
extremely high quality and done by top researchers in Canada.5 This is 
certainly the case with the work on trade, coordinated by John Whalley, 
an internationally recognised and prolifi c scholar in the area.6 As Craig 
Riddell (2005, 53) points out, the policy infl uence of  the Macdonald 
Commission ‘may have fl owed from its detailed diagnosis, as well as 
from the specifi cs of  its recommendations’.

The Sources of  Free Trade Support

Support for the FTA of  1992 came not only from the research of  the 
Macdonald Commission reporting in 1985 but also from the economics 
research community in general—at least from what could be labelled 
as economists who followed the conventional paradigm.7 Of  course, 

5 The background research studies, for example, were subject to the normal academic 
peer review process done in refereed journals (Inwood 1998, 16).

6 As indicated by Hart (1994, 29): ‘He [Whalley] had written, edited, or encour-
aged the production of  seven volumes [Vols. 9–14 and 68] of  research related to [free 
trade]. More than any other person on the Commission staff, he ensured that the free 
trade option gained a full hearing.’

7 Positive effects on output, income, productivity, growth, employment, and wages 
were predicted from the computable general equilibrium models outlined in the back-
ground studies for the Macdonald Commission by Robert Hamilton and John  Whalley 
(1985), Richard Harris (Harris 1985), and Richard Harris and David Cox (1984). 
The Harris-Cox modelling, developed earlier, was particularly infl uential,  presented 
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this refl ects the basic principles of  economics that outline the benefi ts 
of  free trade by exploiting comparative advantage and the benefi ts of  
specialization.

Positive impacts of  the FTA on output, income, employment, and 
wages were predicted for Canada based on various macroeconomic 
forecasting models, including the FOCUS-PRISM models discussed 
by Peter Dungan (1985), in the Informetrica model discussed in Infor-
metrica (1985) and by Carl Sonnen and Mike McCracken (1985), the 
Economic Council of  Canada CANDIDE model (Magun et al. 1988), 
and the model of  Ernie Stokes (1989). While the predicted impacts were 
positive, they were generally small, in part because the tariff  reductions 
were small and phased over a long period of  time. As well, macro 
forecasting models are not suited to capture the important impacts 
that can emanate from enhanced economies of  scale and productivity 
improvements that can arise from the associated restructuring.

Computable general equilibrium models can capture both the direct 
effects that emanate from reductions in tariffs and non-tariff  barriers 
to trade, as well as the indirect effects that emanate from industrial 
restructuring, economies of  scale, productivity improvements, reduc-
tions in imperfect competition and induced investments. The comput-
able general equilibrium (CGE) models generally confi rmed the results 
of  the macro-forecasting models: positive effects on output, income, 
growth, productivity, employment and wages (Brown and Stern 1987, 
1989; Canada. Department of  Finance 1988; Cox and Harris 1985, 
1986, 1992; Crandall 1987; Harris and Cox 1985).

The case for a bilateral free trade agreement with the U.S. was 
fostered by a number of  other factors of  particular importance to 
Canada (Winham 2005). Other regional trading blocs were forming 
internationally and Canada was at risk of  not gaining access to a large 
market. As well, Canada’s traditional reliance on exporting primary 
products was tenuous given that the demand for such products was 
forecast to be in decline and a reallocation to more manufacturing 
was considered desirable. To obtain the economies of  scale necessary 
to be globally competitive in that area, secure access to the large U.S. 
market was regarded as necessary. This was especially the case given 
the possibility of  increased protectionism in the U.S., especially in the 

to the commissioners in seminars and summarised in the background studies (Inwood 
1998, 29).
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form of  non-tariff  barriers to trade—a dire possibility since more than 
70% of  Canada’s trade was with the United States. Also for this reason, 
a bilateral free trade agreement with the U.S. was preferred especially 
since further multilateral free trade through the General Agreement on 
Tariffs and Trade (GATT) was uncertain. While the benefi ts of  free 
trade were the ostensible rationale for that recommendation, a more 
subtle rationale also pertained to the fact that freer trade may foster 
further market-oriented reforms in domestic policy. This is especially the 
case since Canada is a federal system where provinces have consider-
able independent decision making in many areas. Free trade may be 
an effective way for the federal government to induce market-oriented 
reforms in such a system.

Although formal macro-forecasting and CGE models were promi-
nent in the research agenda of  the Macdonald Commission, such 
models have been criticised in this area, generally on the grounds of  
unrealistic assumptions and inability to capture all of  the subtleties of  
the adjustment process.8 But the criticisms have tended not to be of  a 
research nature published in academic journals and providing alterna-
tive predictions based on alternative methodologies.9 This is also the 
case with many of  the nationalist-interventionist arguments advanced in 
the 1960s and ’70s mainly by political scientists and sociologists—argu-
ments that tended to be rejected by the Macdonald Commission and 
its associated researchers.10

Overall, the solid research done or synthesised by prominent econo-
mists associated with the commission as well as that done by the research 
community in general supported the recommendations for the FTA. 
While strongly suggestive of  the impact of  research on fostering free 
trade, this does not establish a causal connection since there is the pos-
sibility that cause and effect worked in the other direction. That is, such 
reputable and prominent economists may have been commissioned to 

 8 Examples of  criticisms include the conference presentations by Ricardo Grinspun 
(1991) and James Cypher (1992).

 9 In commenting on a symposium on free trade, an internal memo from the Mac-
donald Commission indicated that the critics of  free trade ‘spoke forcefully against free 
trade but were criticized for not providing at least some defi nition and dimensioning 
of  whatever the alternative was they were recommending’ (Inwood 1998, 30).

10 Inwood (1998, 5) indicates that their arguments ‘found public expression in such 
journals of  contemporary opinion as Canadian Forum, Canadian Dimension, Our Generation 
and This Magazine’. These were magazines of  contemporary opinion and not research 
journals.
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do the forecasts or to consolidate the existing literature because it was 
known that they would likely fi nd outcomes favoured by the Macdon-
ald Commission. This does not imply that they may have been ‘hired 
guns’ who prostituted themselves and tailored their results to those 
who ‘pay the bills’. Rather, they were prominent economists or groups 
in the paradigm mould, and the conventional paradigm would predict 
favourable outcomes from free trade.

Economists Finally Have Their Day in the Sun

This possibility certainly has been suggested. Inwood (1998), for exam-
ple, indicates that the nationalistic-interventionist emphasis of  the 1960s 
and ’70s (dominated by sociologists and political scientists) engendered 
a backlash in the 1980s (dominated by economists) with their emphasis 
on free markets, free trade, and a diminished role for the state. As such, 
he concludes that ‘this combined with the traditionally hegemonic posi-
tion of  economics within state-sponsored research programs meant that, 
in some ways, the recommendations of  the Macdonald Commission 
research were predictable, if  not foregone’ (7). Inwood further argues 
that ‘the emergence of  free trade as an issue within the Commission’ 
was also a foregone conclusion after ‘Macdonald’s public pronounce-
ment in November of  1984 that he favoured a “leap of  faith” into free 
trade with the United States, a decision that had neither been commu-
nicated internally to the researchers, nor been agreed to by the other 
Commissioners . . . Thus, the academics had to scramble to produce 
studies focusing on free trade after Macdonald went public’ (14). This 
criticism seems unfair, however, since the commission itself  only reported 
in 1985 and by then the research studies were completed and certainly 
the results of  the research would have been largely known prior to then. 
Inwood himself  states: ‘As the Macdonald Commission research stud-
ies began pouring in throughout 1984 and 1985, the Commissioners 
started to formulate their conclusions’ (179; see also Inwood 2005). As 
discussed subsequently, the case for free trade was also made earlier to 
the commission by a number of  academics involved with it.

The infl uence of  mainstream economists in the policy recommenda-
tions of  the commission, and especially its signature recommendation 
for free trade, is exhibited in various ways. Macdonald was reported 
to have said that he ‘found the economics research produced by the 
Commission useful in clarifying and supporting his convictions regard-
ing free trade. And he credited Smith and his team of  economists, 
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particularly the Wonnacotts [Paul and Ron] and John Whalley for this’ 
(Inwood 1998, 21).11 The prominent political scientist Richard Simeon 
(1987) indicated that the rigour and the fairly homogenous view of  
economics made that discipline prominent as a source of  policy advice 
to the commission. More generally, in their analysis of  the relationship 
between social science and politics, Stephen Brooks and Alain Gagnon 
(1988, 109) conclude that ‘there can be little doubt that economists 
remain pre-eminent among social scientists in their integration with 
the policy process’. The virtual unanimity of  the economists hired by 
the Macdonald Commission in favour of  free trade, and the general 
support of  the economics profession for such an endeavour certainly 
also helped make the link between research and policy. As indicated 
by Inwood (1998, 35), ‘only one academic could be found to make the 
anti-free trade case out of  the approximately three hundred hired by 
the Commission’.

The importance of  academic research to the commission in general 
is illustrated by the fact that of  the 1014 references cited in the fi nal 
report, 67% are from the academic literature, 17% from the background 
research studies of  the commission, 10% from briefs formally presented 
to the commission, and 6% from references to transcripts of  the public 
hearings. Overall, 84% of  references relate to research and mainly aca-
demic research, since the background studies were generally synthesis 
of  such research; only 16% of  the references were to transcripts of  
the hearings or briefs presented to the commissioners.12 The academic 
research dominated not only in references but also in impact because 
the briefs and public hearings generally involved advocacy positions 
opposed to free trade. As Inwood (1998, 18) states: ‘The Commission 
chose largely to ignore the briefs and transcripts.’ In this case, at least, it 
appears that solid peer-reviewed academic research trumped advocacy 
positions not backed by research.

Importance of  Champions in Translating and Delivering the Free Trade Message

For academic research to have an infl uence on public policy, however, 
it must have champions who can translate the research and advance 

11 Their infl uential and long-standing support for free trade is illustrated, for example, 
in Wonnacott and Wonnacott (1967).

12 These calculations are based on numbers obtained from a content analysis of  the 
fi nal report (Inwood 2005, 181).
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it to policy makers. In the case of  free trade for the Macdonald Com-
mission, this was done by three academics associated with the com-
mission: John Whalley (economics); Gil Winham (political science), 
and Jack Quinn (law). Inwood (1998, 29) states that ‘together the three 
of  them coordinated an effort over the summer and fall of  1984 to 
produce a free trade proposal for the Commissioners’. The credibility 
of  their proposal was likely enhanced by the fact that they came from 
different disciplines.

In addition to those who infl uence key decision makers in govern-
ment, it is also important to have champions who will bring the message 
directly to the public so as to get public support on side. Without such 
support, it is unlikely that the political process could simply follow the 
recommendations of  the research, no matter how solid and unanimous 
in its conclusions. This was particularly important for the free trade 
recommendation, since advocacy groups were publicly condemning the 
commission report and its recommendation for free trade.13 Champions 
did emerge in the form of  some high-profi le business leaders, a for-
mer politician, Macdonald himself, and some academics, notably John 
Crispo, whom Macdonald (2005, 11) thanked for ‘his robust platform 
technique which ultimately frightened away the union leaders from 
contested meetings where initially it was they who had brandished the 
verbal brass knuckles’.

The ‘Mulroney’ Election Effect

The movement of  the research recommendations and those of  the 
Macdonald Commission into an actual free trade agreement was also 
fostered by the fact that immediately after the commission’s report was 
published in 1985, a new Conservative government headed by Brian 
Mulroney replaced the formal Liberal government that had started the 
commission. Perhaps ironically, the Conservative government had made 
a bilateral free trade agreement a cornerstone of  its platform. Once 
elected, the government moved swiftly to start negotiations, which lasted 
from 1985 to 1987, culminating in the FTA that was implemented on 
January 1, 1989.

The research, especially that of  the Macdonald Commission, gen-
erally agreed that free trade would positively affect output, income, 

13 Daniel Drache and Duncan Cameron (1985) produced an early example of  the 
opposition to the recommendation for free trade.
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productivity, growth, employment, and wages in Canada. There would, 
of  course, be adjustment costs, especially for workers displaced by 
imports produced by low-wage labour in foreign countries. In part to 
alleviate those adjustment consequences, the commission also recom-
mended a universal income security programme (UISP). UISP was a 
form of  guaranteed annual income with a clawback rate of  20% over 
the normal income tax rate and applied to all income. It was to replace 
other income support programmes.

Interestingly, that recommendation did not appear to be based on 
research, at least not based on research done by the Macdonald Com-
mission. As stated by Jonathan Kesselman (2005, 74): ‘It was surprising 
that the Commission opted for a plan of  this kind given that only one 
if  its background studies considered this approach at all and recom-
mended that it not be pursued.’ That study, however, did indicate that 
‘the UISP program also would have entailed a large redistribution of  
incomes, raising questions of  its political feasibility’ (74). In that vein, 
the research of  the Macdonald Commission appears to have infl uenced 
policy in that the research backed free trade and opposed a more uni-
versal income support programme, even though only the free trade 
recommendation was pursued politically. This raises the question of  
why the commission’s recommendations seemed to follow the research 
in supporting free trade, but did not follow the research when the 
commission (but not the research) recommended a universal income 
security programme. Perhaps the commission realized that the UISP 
was not politically feasible given its costs, but its recommendations in 
that direction ‘took them off  the hook’ with respect to dealing with the 
adjustment consequences of  free trade.

As Kesselman (2005, 74) states: ‘Despite the fact that Canada has 
not pursued a guaranteed annual income along the lines of  the UISP, 
the Commissions general approach has nevertheless had a signifi cant 
impact on subsequent policy developments.’ He then cites a number 
of  income support programmes that incorporated many of  the general 
features of  the UISP.

The Evolution to the North American Free Trade Agreement

Shortly after the implementation of  the FTA, Canada found itself  
negotiating a trilateral agreement to also include Mexico under NAFTA, 
signed in 1992 and ratifi ed by Canada in 1993. Daniel Trefl er (2005, 
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111) states that ‘the year 1993 was a low water mark for the [previous] 
Canada-U.S. Free Trade Agreement’ since Canada was in the depths 
of  a recession and was experiencing extensive job losses, especially in 
manufacturing. In that vein, it is somewhat surprising that NAFTA 
could be negotiated under such conditions. There are a number of  
contrasts between the FTA and NAFTA, however, that have implica-
tions for understanding why it was negotiated as well as the potential 
impact of  research on trade policy.

Major Differences in the Period of  Debate

While the research of  the Macdonald Commission was likely infl uential 
in establishing the FTA, or at least facilitated the political process in 
establishing it, there was no equivalent commission or body of  research 
to recommend NAFTA. The earlier research and recommendations of  
the Macdonald Commission, as well as the academic research, however, 
in general would carry forward to such an extended agreement. Thus 
the academic research was fairly solidly behind freer trade.

Furthermore, the period of  time between the FTA of  1989 and 
NAFTA of  1992 was far too short for the impact of  the FTA to be 
determined, especially because it was to be phased in over 10 years. 
As well, there was simply too short a period for a systematic research 
agenda to be put together. Also, as mentioned, the early 1990s was a 
period of  severe recession in Canada so that it would not be possible 
to disentangle the impact of  the FTA from that of  the recession that 
was largely induced by tight monetary and fi scal policy.

Research on the impact of  the FTA did not emerge until after NAFTA 
was negotiated, so that it was not able to infl uence that policy process. 
The research generally found that the FTA led to short-run adjust-
ment costs but long-run gains in productivity and output, as predicted 
by economic theory. Noel Gaston and Daniel Trefl er (1994; 1997), for 
example, estimate that about 10% of  the 400 000 jobs lost in Canada 
between 1989 and 1993 can be attributed to the tariff  reductions of  the 
FTA. The vast majority of  the losses are attributed to other adjustment 
pressures such as the recession, high interest rates, a high exchange 
rate, and technological change. They further emphasise that the job 
losses would have been mitigated had there been more wage fl exibility 
in Canada. Trefl er (2004) further documents the adjustment costs and 
the long-run productivity benefi ts from the associated restructuring.

At the time NAFTA was negotiated there was also no research on 
the controversial social issue of  whether it would foster a ‘race to the 
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bottom’ in terms of  social policy initiatives. As indicated subsequently, 
such research did not appear until the late 1990s. Furthermore, con-
fl icting evidence is found, with the evidence from political scientists 
suggesting no downward converge and the evidence from economists 
suggesting some downward convergence, not all of  which is regarded 
as undesirable.

The Lack of  Research-Based Channels of  Infl uence

Even if  research on the economic and social impacts of  the FTA had 
been available at the time of  negotiating NAFTA, it is unlikely that it 
would have had much of  an impact because NAFTA was more of  a 
defensive move—Canada did not want to be left out of  such an agree-
ment that otherwise may reallocate U.S. trade from the north to the 
south. In contrast, the FTA involved a conscious effort by Canada to 
negotiate a bilateral free trade agreement with the U.S. so as to secure 
access to that large market and to foster domestic market-oriented 
reform. As Winham (2005, 104) puts it: ‘Unlike the North America Free 
Trade Agreement (NAFTA) which was a foreign policy in which Canada 
sought to maintain its interests against initiatives by foreign countries 
[Mexico], the FTA was at base a domestic policy in which Canada 
sought especially to regulate its economy.’ Such a conscious domestic 
policy effort would likely require more research support for its political 
acceptability than would a more defensive foreign policy move.

Another difference between NAFTA and the earlier FTA was that the 
FTA involved a trading arrangement with another high-wage country, 
the U.S., while NAFTA involved a trading arrangement to include a low-
wage country, Mexico. This raised similar concerns as were occurring 
in the U.S.—that is, the possibility that low-wage imports from Mexico 
would displace low-wage labour in the U.S. and Canada, and this would 
exacerbate the growing wage inequality that was already occurring. 
Academic research tends to support the notion that freer trade with 
low-wage countries has contributed to the growing wage inequality in 
countries such as Canada and the U.S., although the impact of  trade 
is likely smaller than that of  skill-biased technological change.14 Such 
trade, however, was already occurring from other low-wage countries 

14 Reviews of  that earlier literature are contained in William Cline (1997), Susan 
Collins (1998), Robert Feenstra and Gordon Hanson (Feenstra and Hanson 1997), 
J. David Richardson (1995), Dani Rodrik (1997), and Adrian Wood (1995). 
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especially in Asia, so Mexico was only regarded as part of  an already 
continuing trend.

The ‘Giant Sucking Sound’ Debate

A related concern with NAFTA was what a third-party presidential 
candidate at the time, Ross Perot, termed the ‘giant sucking sound’; 
namely, that the expansion of  free trade to a low-wage country such 
as Mexico would put pressure on wages and for a harmonisation of  
labour and social policy, and the harmonisation would be downward 
toward the lowest common denominator—Mexico. That is, with such 
freer trade and more open capital fl ows, multinational corporations 
(MNCs) would be more likely to locate their production in countries 
with lower labour costs and labour standards, and export into the higher 
cost countries. Given this credible threat, governments would be under 
pressure to compete for business investment and the jobs associated with 
that investment. They would do so in part by being ‘open for business’ 
by reducing their laws and regulatory initiatives that otherwise impose 
costs on business. The polemics in this area were loud and strong, as 
evidenced by the phrases that were used to describe the phenomenon: 
race to the bottom, social dumping, harmonisation to the lowest com-
mon denominator, regulatory meltdown, ruinous competition, and the 
rule of  the market replacing the rule of  law.15 The polemics, however, 
were not backed by research. In fact, it was only in the post-NAFTA 
period that research was conducted on the topic.16

In the U.S., NAFTA was also associated with the issue of  illegal 
immigration. The hope was that free trade would be a substitute for 
labour mobility—in this case, illegal immigration. That is, individuals 
can move to another country directly by migrating (legally or illegally) 

15 For discussions in the Canadian context see Roy Adams and Lowell Turner 
(1994), Morley Gunderson (1993), Brian Langille (1996), Ian Robinson (1998), and 
Gilles Trudeau and Guylaine Vallée (1994). 

16 Various studies published by Keith Banting, George Hoberg, and Richard Simeon 
(1997) indicate that Canadian policies have tended to converge toward those of  the 
United States in a number of  areas, including macroeconomic policy, industrial policy, 
and environmental policy, as well as individual political rights and judicial protection 
from the state. With respect to social policy, however, studies by political scientists tend 
to suggest little or no convergence (Boychuk and Banting 2003; Cameron and Stein 
2000, S30; Garrett 1998, 823; McBride and Williams 2001, 302; Simeon et al. 1997, 
393); studies by economists suggest considerable convergence (Gomez and Gunderson 
2002, 2005; Gunderson 1998, 1999).
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or they can ‘move’ indirectly by having their labour embodied in goods 
and services that are exported to that country.17 In essence, the receiving 
country can ‘import’ labour directly by immigration (legal or illegal), 
or it can import it indirectly by importing goods and services that 
embody the labour that otherwise would have moved. This possibility 
was emphasised by Mexican president Carlos Salinas when he said ‘you 
can take our goods or our people’ during the NAFTA negotiations.

In the other direction, trade and mobility can also be complementary. 
Immigration can foster trade and capital fl ows as the new immigrants 
bring ties with their former country in various dimensions, including 
customers, suppliers, investment opportunities, and sources of  fi nance. 
Immigrants also encourage the interactions in the other dimensions of  
integration, through language and networks. Cities such as Toronto, for 
example, have a comparative advantage in the global marketplace in all 
of  these dimensions given their high concentration of  immigrants.

While free trade and freer labour and human capital mobility can be 
substitutes or complements in theory, the evidence based on research 
suggests that they are complements in practice.18 That is, free trade 
tends to promote labour mobility and migration rather than being a 
substitute for it. In general, the research suggests that integration in 
one area can foster deeper integration in other areas.

This complementarity does not have to be the case with each and 
every dimension of  deeper integration. Earlier Canadian tariff  barriers 
and capital restrictions encouraged foreign direct investment (FDI) and 
ownership in Canada as a way to ‘jump the tariff  walls’. Free trade and 
FDI were substitutes, with FDI increasing when free trade was inhibited. 
Networking through the internet is a form of  trade in services whereby 
‘virtual mobility’ can be a substitute for actual mobility.

17 This is part of  the factor price equalization theorem whereby factor prices (e.g., 
wages) can be equalised across countries through labour migrating from low-wage to 
high-wage regions. The supply reduction in the low-wage region and the supply infl ux 
into the high-wage region reduce wage differentials. But factor prices can also be equal-
ised by trade in goods and services that embody the different types of  labour. According 
to the Heckscher-Ohlin theorem, low-wage countries export labour-intensive goods that 
embody the low-wage labour inputs with which they are abundantly endowed. This is 
equivalent to them exporting their low-wage labour through migration (i.e., trade can 
be a substitute for migration from the low-wage country).

18 Evidence on the complementarities between immigration, trade, and foreign 
direct investment (FDI) is given in Steve Globerman (2000), Keith Head and John 
Ries (1998), and Saskia Sassen (1988).
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Free trade may also be a substitute for the brain drain or the loss 
of  human capital through international migration of  highly educated 
personnel. This is of  particular concern to Canada because it exten-
sively subsidises higher education through higher taxes while the U.S. 
has lower taxes, more user charges for education and a more dispersed 
salary distribution. As such, individuals have an incentive to acquire their 
subsidised education but then move to the U.S. given the higher pay 
and lower taxes. The brain drain after the FTA and NAFTA, however, 
has not been as large as it was earlier in the century, and not as large 
as may be expected given the large differences in after-tax income and 
unemployment between Canada and the U.S. (Helliwell 2001).

Canada’s Experience with Free Trade Agreements: Did the Research Matter?

Establishing a formal causal link whereby research affects policy is 
diffi cult, if  not impossible, for a number of  reasons, including reverse 
causality whereby the political process infl uences the research to support 
its already predetermined policies. As well, research results may only 
be apparent when they confi rm the desired policy change; otherwise 
they are ‘buried’ or there may be counter studies commissioned to 
offset their impact.

Subject to these caveats, Canada’s experience with the FTA and 
NAFTA suggests that research did have an infl uence, at least in facilitat-
ing the political process to carry out its more market-oriented agenda 
to include free trade. It is simply impossible to tell whether the research 
could have killed the political agenda if  the research did not support 
free trade. Certainly, the opposition to free trade was not backed by 
research. It had a more polemic, nationalist-interventionist orientation. 
Such an orientation was more favourably regarded in the 1960s and 
’70s but by the early 1980s was falling out of  favour given the adverse 
economic conditions starting in the mid 1970s—conditions that many 
would regard as fostered by the interventionist practices.

While the precise impact of  research on the FTA is impossible to 
establish, that agreement was backed by the extensive research of  
the Macdonald Commission as well as academic research in general. 
That research was of  high quality and done by top academics, and it 
involved a synthesis of  the cumulative academic research to that time. 
This highlights the importance of  having both an existing stock of  
cumulative research upon which to draw and the capability of  having 
mechanisms for synthesising such research and linking it to policy.
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Other ingredients, however, helped in the link between research and 
policy. The research had champions within the research community 
itself  who brought the free trade message to the commissioners and 
who often trumpeted it to the general public afterward. The commis-
sion made a point of  promoting the message to the general public, in 
part to counteract the opposition that was coming from trade unions 
and other advocacy groups. As well, the whole free trade agenda was 
part of  a larger movement away from interventionist-nationalist policies 
and toward a more market-oriented, deregulated economy. The stars 
were coming into alignment; research was part of  that constellation, 
but just how important is impossible to establish.

The subsequent extension of  the FTA to include Mexico under 
NAFTA did not have an extensive Canadian research component back-
ing it in part because the period between the FTA and the signing of  
NAFTA was too short for the impact of  the FTA to be determined 
or for a research programme to be mustered. However, research on 
the economic and social impacts of  the FTA did appear after NAFTA 
was negotiated, and generally showed favourable results in terms of  
productivity and growth, but with short-run adjustment consequences 
that could have been mitigated by more wage fl exibility. The evidence 
on the social impact suggested either no downward harmonisation 
in social policies or downward harmonisation that is not necessarily 
undesirable. Even if  such research would have been available for the 
NAFTA policy deliberations, it would not likely have played a major 
role because NAFTA was more of  a defensive foreign policy move to 
ensure that Canada would not be left out of  a trade agreement with 
Mexico and the United States. Furthermore, the legacy of  the research 
of  the Macdonald Commission and the academic research in general 
certainly would carry through. Research did draw attention, however, 
to other issues and especially the possible impact of  NAFTA on labour 
adjustment and wage polarisation that was also occurring in response 
to other forces such as skill-biased technological change.

Conclusion

This chapter has suggested that there is a stronger role for research 
when it is supporting a large paradigm change (e.g., from nationalist 
intervention to reliance on market forces as was the case in the FTA) 
than in paradigm reinforcement, like in the subsequent expansion of  
free trade in the case of  NAFTA. Whether this general fi nding will 
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apply to future bilateral or regional negotiations is an open question. 
Such future negotiations research is not likely to play as important a 
role, because there seems a reasonable agreement that additional free 
trade is likely to lead to short-run adjustment costs in terms of  job losses 
(especially if  there is not wage fl exibility) but long-run gains in terms of  
productivity and growth. As such, politics will likely play an important 
role because political factors are probably to be crucial in determining 
the feasibility of  absorbing short-run costs for long-run gains.

Overall, the Canadian experiences with the FTA and NAFTA sug-
gest that high-quality research was likely an important ingredient in 
enabling (but not causing) the political process to adopt these free trade 
agreements. The process was facilitated, however, by other ingredients, 
including champions who can synthesise and translate the academic 
research for the political process and the public in general. Research is 
likely to be neither a necessary nor suffi cient condition for policy change, 
but it can facilitate such change if  the other stars are aligned.
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CHAPTER THREE

CREATION OF PROCESSES: 
SUSTAINABILITY IMPACT ASSESSMENTS

Clive George and Colin Kirkpatrick1

During the 1990s civil society organisations expressed increasing concern 
over the potentially adverse effects of  further trade liberalisation on the 
environment, on employment levels and wage rates in high income 
countries, and on the development process in developing countries. 
Concerns that had arisen on the eve of  the 1994 North American 
Free Trade Agreement (NAFTA) became a major issue for the World 
Trade Organization (WTO) negotiations in Seattle in 1999. After the 
failure of  the Seattle ministerial meeting, the subsequent agenda for the 
WTO negotiations at Doha in 2001 adjusted to focus on development, 
with sustainable development as a key goal. Similar goals have been 
established for many regional and bilateral negotiations.

In response to civil society concerns, the European Commission 
(EC) embarked on an ongoing programme of  Sustainability Impact 
Assessments (SIAs) of  all its trade negotiations. The programme aims 
to ensure that policy choices are informed by an assessment of  their 
potential economic, social, and environmental impacts in both the 
European Union and its trading partners, and that they are consistent 
with the overarching objective of  sustainable development.2 SIAs have 

1 This chapter draws on work undertaken for the European Commission to develop 
and apply a methodology for assessing the impact on sustainable development of  trade 
negotiations and agreements. It reviews the work of  many other organisations involved 
in the commission’s Sustainability Impact Assessment programme, whose contributions 
are gratefully acknowledged. The authors are also grateful to the referees for their 
helpful comments on an earlier version of  the text. The views and opinions expressed 
are, however, those of  the authors alone. 

2 The EC has produced revised guidelines on how to conduct the required analysis 
(see EC 2005a; 2006b). The guidelines quote from commission’s strategic objectives 
as follows: ‘We should make policy choices that ensure that our various objectives are 
mutually reinforcing. Actions that promote competitiveness, growth and jobs, as well as 
economic and social cohesion and a healthy environment reinforce each other. These 
are essential components of  the overarching objective of  sustainable development, on 
which we must deliver’ (EC 2005a, 1).
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been carried out for both global and regional trade agreements, begin-
ning in 1999 in the preparations for the Seattle WTO ministerial. The 
process includes extensive consultation and participation with stakehold-
ers and other interested parties, alongside qualitative and quantitative 
research into the relationships between proposed trade measures and 
their potential effects.

This chapter examines two policy episodes associated with the EC’s 
SIA programme: the Hong King ministerial meeting of  the WTO in 
December 2005 and the 10th anniversary ministerial summit of  the 
Euro-Mediterranean Partnership held in November 2005. It examines 
the extent to which the SIA programme has infl uenced either EU trade 
policy or the formulation of  parallel policy measures. Many diffi culties 
have to be addressed in conducting meaningful assessments and inte-
grating their results into trade policy making, and this chapter reviews 
the extent to which such diffi culties have been overcome, as well as the 
factors that have been infl uential in contributing to policy change.

Greater understanding of  the likely impacts of  a trade agreement 
may infl uence policy either by way of  a change in a country’s negotiat-
ing position, and hence in the negotiated agreement, or by infl uencing 
parallel policy measures designed to enhance the benefi cial effects of  
the agreement or counter its adverse ones. Parallel policies may include 
domestic measures in any of  the trading partners, or support for the 
introduction of  such measures through development assistance.

The European Union’s SIA Programme

Following the Uruguay Round of  multilateral trade liberalisation, it 
became apparent that although some developing countries had expe-
rienced signifi cant economic benefi ts, others had not. Much of  the 
evidence suggested that many of  the least developed countries (LDCs), 
particularly in sub-Saharan Africa, had failed to gain from trade liber-
alisation and, in some cases, had suffered losses. As well as these disap-
pointing outcomes for the LDCs, higher income developing countries 
became concerned about adverse effects on their development potential 
resulting from other aspects of  the Uruguay agreements, such as the 
agreement on Trade-Related Intellectual Property Rights (TRIPS). 
Similar concerns were expressed by civil society organisations, along 
with further concerns about social impacts in high income countries 
and worldwide effects on the environment.
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In response to these mounting concerns during the preparations 
for the Seattle ministerial, the EC initiated a preliminary assessment 
of  the impacts on sustainable development in its trading partners 
and in Europe of  the proposed negotiations. This involved extensive 
stakeholder consultation in parallel with technical analysis, in order 
to provide objective information for stakeholder dialogue as well as 
for the negotiation process. The methodology was developed in early 
1999, building on earlier experience in assessing the environmental 
impacts of  trade policy (Commission for Environmental Cooperation 
1999; Kirkpatrick et al. 1999; see also NAFTA Environmental Review 
Committee 1992; Organisation for Economic Co-operation and Devel-
opment 1994; United States Trade Representative 1993). An overview 
assessment of  the Seattle agenda was undertaken prior to the WTO 
ministerial in November 1999 (Kirkpatrick and Lee 1999). This initial 
analysis indicated that while an overall economic benefi t could be 
expected, many of  the issues that had been raised were genuine cause 
for concern and would need fuller investigation.

After the failure at Seattle, negotiations were subsequently mandated 
by the Doha ministerial. The EC launched more detailed assessments 
of  all aspects of  the Doha agenda and those regional trade negotia-
tions and agreements to which the EU is a party, following further 
development and refi nement of  the SIA methodology (Kirkpatrick and 
Lee 2002). Some 16 SIAs have been undertaken to date by a range of  
organisations, as listed in Appendix 3–1.3

From the outset the SIA programme has stimulated much debate 
and criticism associated with civil society concerns over the trade 
liberalisation agenda (SUSTRA 2003; WWF 2002). Many detailed 
lessons have been learned and have contributed to ongoing refi nement 
of  the SIA methodology and its application (George and Goldsmith 
2006; Kirkpatrick and George 2006). Further civil society contributions 
have maintained the pressure to strengthen the process, to enhance its 
relevance to decision making and to embed it more fully in the formu-
lation of  trade policy (Aprodev et al. 2002; Campaign to Reform the 
World Bank et al. 2006; Royal Society for the Protection of  Birds and 
International 2003; Solidar 2005). The EC has held two international 

3 All SIA studies have been undertaken by external consultants, on a contracted 
basis. Assessment reports are listed in the references, and are also available on the 
Sustainability Impact Assessment Website at <www.sia-trade.org>.

www.sia-trade.org
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conferences to review experience and further develop the process (EC 
2003a; 2006a).

SIAs contribute to the public debate on trade liberalisation and, 
through that debate, provide objective information to decision makers 
to enable them to integrate sustainable development more success-
fully into trade policy. To achieve this, the SIA process has to include 
extensive consultation and participation with stakeholders and other 
interested parties alongside its technical analysis of  causes and effects. 
The process gathers different views and evaluates them in the light of  
available information, to provide objective information that is intended 
to inform the negotiations and contribute to the design of  national and 
international policy measures to enhance benefi cial effects and mitigate 
potentially adverse ones.

A typical SIA examines all the trade measures under negotiation and 
their potential impacts on all economic sectors in the affected countries. 
A broad assessment may be undertaken in a preliminary overview SIA, 
which identifi es those measures and sectors for which more detailed 
sectoral SIAs are needed. Consultation takes place at key stages of  
either type of  assessment, as summarised in Figure 3–1.

The technical aspects of  the assessment follow the vertical sequence 
in the central box of  Figure 3–1, interacting with the horizontal inputs 
and outputs of  the consultation process. The fi rst need in the technical 
assessment is to evaluate the causal relationships for all aspects of  the 
trade policy agenda. The principal measures currently or previously 
under discussion in the WTO agenda are the following:

• Agricultural tariffs
• Non-agricultural tariffs
• Trade in services
• Trade facilitation
• Government procurement
• Trade and investment
• Competition policy
• TRIPS
• Technical Barriers to Trade (TBT)
• Sanitary and Phytosanitary (SPS) measures
• Rules of  origin
• Subsidies, anti-dumping and countervailing measures
• Trade and environment
• Dispute settlement mechanism
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A regional trade agreement may include the equivalents of  any or all 
of  these measures.

All of  the components of  a potential trade agreement have an eco-
nomic effect, differing between countries, which will in turn have social 
and environmental effects. Some may also have direct social or envi-
ronmental effects. The analysis of  causal relationships includes, where 
appropriate, those embedded in economic modelling studies, together 
with logical analysis of  other relationships and empirical evidence from 
the literature. The process is summarised in Figure 3–2.

For each component of  the policy agenda, the central part of  the 
technical analysis begins by identifying the effect of  the proposed change 

Consultation SCOPING Inception report

 Comments INITIAL ASSESSMENT Mid-term report

 Comments FINAL ASSESSMENT Final report

 Critique
Published 
comments

Negotiations and parallel policies

Figure 3–1: Overview of  the Sustainability Impact Assessment Process

Figure 3–2: Assessment of  Impacts

Change in tariff, non-tariff

measure, or rule

Influence on prices, incentives,

and opportunities

Changes in production system
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impacts
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impacts
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Process
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Dynamic

effects 
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on economic incentives and opportunities, in comparison with a baseline 
of  no change to existing agreements. This will cause changes in the 
production system, differently in different countries, with consequent 
economic, social, and environmental impacts that may interact with 
each other. Some impacts may be only temporary, occurring while 
the system adjusts to the change, while others will continue into the 
longer term.

Long-term impacts may also arise through the impact of  the trade 
measure on underlying processes of  economic development, social 
transformation, and environmental degradation (or improvement) that 
are taking place in response to various drivers of  change. Any effect 
that the measure may have on accelerating, decelerating, or otherwise 
altering any of  these processes may have signifi cant long-term impacts 
on the economic, social, or environmental aspects of  sustainable 
 development.

For some components of  the policy agenda such as tariff  changes, 
the causal relationships are fairly well understood and may have been 
incorporated into economic and other models. For others the relation-
ships are less well understood, and empirical evidence of  past effects 
is limited. In such cases much of  the analysis consists of  evaluating 
the validity of  the various claims made by negotiating parties for and 
against the proposed measure, alongside stakeholder concerns and 
further logical analysis of  likely causes and effects. The EU’s approach 
to trade impact assessments is not intended to evaluate the impacts of  
any particular negotiating position or trade policy, but rather to pro-
vide information that may contribute to policy development in both 
the EU and its trading partners. In some of  the early studies, attempts 
were made to evaluate a range of  alternative scenarios for a potential 
trade agreement, but the large number of  permutations combined 
with a relative lack of  precision in assessment techniques made this 
impracticable. Subsequent studies have instead used a single scenario 
comprising an outer bound for each of  the measures under negotia-
tion, from which the likely impacts of  any intermediate position can 
be inferred for each measure.

At the broadest level, sustainable development can be defi ned in 
terms of  the eight Millennium Development Goals (MDGs) and their 
18 targets. Some of  the more recent SIAs have therefore assessed the 
impacts on each target of  the MDGs. While this provides important 
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information, these targets are too general to give a clear indication of  
many signifi cant impacts. At the regional level a greater degree of  pre-
cision may be available in an established indicator set. For example, in 
the SIA of  the Euro-Mediterranean Free Trade Area (EMFTA), impacts 
on each of  the 34 priority indicators of  the Mediterranean Strategy 
for Sustainable Development were assessed. Even here however, many 
of  the indicators are designed to monitor the effects of  actions other 
than trade liberalisation, while many of  those that are relevant to trade 
are too broad to indicate important impacts. The SIA methodology 
therefore steers the assessments according to nine aggregate indicators 
or sustainable development themes, and two indicators of  sustainable 
development processes (see Table 3–1).

More specifi c analysis is guided by an initial scoping exercise based 
on consultation, a review of  causal effects, and the evaluation of  stake-
holder concerns. More detailed second-tier indicators are developed 
from the signifi cant impacts identifi ed during the assessment, primarily 
for the purpose of  subsequent monitoring.

Table 3–1: First-Tier Indicators or Themes for Sustainability Impact 
 Assessment Methodology

Economic
• Real income
• Fixed capital formation
• Employment

Social
• Poverty
• Health and education
• Equity

Environmental
• Biodiversity
• Environmental quality
• Natural resource stocks

Process
• Adherence to sustainable development principles
• Effectiveness of  sustainable development strategies
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The Institutional and Political Context of  the SIA Programme

The EC developed its SIA programme in response to public concerns. 
The idea for extensive public dialogue supported by objective analysis 
of  the issues came from within the EC’s Directorate General (DG) for 
Trade and was supported strongly by trade commissioner Pascal Lamy 
(2005). Informal discussions in the early stages of  the programme indi-
cated that some negotiators welcomed the initiative while others felt 
that it would add little to negotiating positions and might hamper the 
negotiating process. Offi cials in the DGs responsible for environmental 
and social issues were generally supportive.

Whereas the SIAs for the WTO negotiations and most of  the EC’s 
regional trade agreements have been commissioned by DG Trade, the 
SIA for the Euro-Mediterranean Free Trade Area was commissioned by 
EuropeAid in association with DG External Relations. The difference 
is associated with a history of  EC programmes in the Mediterranean 
region contributing to the development of  a strong network of  environ-
mental and civil society organisations, which were active in calling for 
an impact assessment of  the proposed free trade area. Strong support 
from DG Environment and other DGs working with civil society in the 
region led to funds being made available for the SIA, with additional 
support from the DG Trade offi cials responsible for the other SIAs.

The initial interest to attend to public concerns presents particular 
challenges for integration into decision making. In assessing impacts in 
other countries as well as in the EU, the approach aims to be objective 
and impartial. However, the EU’s trade policy is by defi nition partial, 
favouring the EU’s interests and working toward an agreement with 
other countries through a process of  give and take. If  an SIA is indeed 
impartial, there will inevitably be confl icts between its fi ndings and 
Europe’s negotiating position. This tension is refl ected in a clear distinc-
tion between the impact assessments conducted under the programme 
(SIA) and those conducted in parallel under EU procedures for the 
impact assessment of  policy proposals (EC 2005a). For all policy deci-
sions made at the EU level, since 2003 the EC has been implementing 
an impact assessment process for all major initiatives that are presented 
in the annual policy strategy or in the work programme of  the EC 
(2002). The majority of  these impact assessments involve public consul-
tation and provide full public access to assessment reports. This is not, 
however, the case for trade policy, where the EC’s impact assessments 
are conducted internally and access to the reports is restricted (EC 
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2007). If  the development of  a negotiating position were done publicly, 
it would reveal the hand of  the negotiators and weaken their position. 
Therefore, although the publicly conducted SIA process is intended to 
inform negotiating positions, it does not defi ne them.

The EC recognised early on in the post-Doha SIA programme that 
tensions could arise between the SIA and the established process of  
building negotiating positions and conducting negotiations. The EC 
did not expect its negotiating positions to be completely different from 
the results of  an SIA, but accepted that there may be inconsistencies. 
It established a mechanism for resolving them, in which the EC may 
modify its position if  it considers the result to be robust, but otherwise 
it may not. In view of  the high levels of  uncertainty in many of  the 
SIA fi ndings, there is considerable scope for rejecting them on these 
grounds. The EC may publish its response to the SIA fi ndings and rec-
ommendations on its website, although its decisions may entail a degree 
of  confi dentiality, to avoid undermining the negotiating position.

Sustainable development is a complex concept covering a wide variety 
of  economic, social, and environmental impacts resulting from many 
interacting activities. Decisions on appropriate balances and trade-offs 
can only be made by political processes that take account of  the differ-
ing values and interests of  all the stakeholders in each country. Trade 
negotiations are one of  many such processes, undertaken by negotiators 
whose prime aim is to maximise particular benefi ts for their own country. 
Each country’s negotiators consult other government departments in 
order to develop a negotiating position consistent with that country’s 
interpretation of  sustainable development. The subsequent negotiations 
are primarily a process of  give and take on specifi c economic issues, 
infl uenced by each country’s arguments that its own interpretation of  
sustainable development is correct, and that where other countries’ 
interpretations differ from it they are incorrect. Instances where an 
SIA can demonstrate incontrovertibly that one or other interpretation 
is correct are extremely rare. More commonly the most an SIA can 
do is tilt the balance of  the negotiations toward Europe’s position or 
against it. A change in the outcome may occur directly if  EC negotia-
tors consider the assessment to be suffi ciently robust to change their 
negotiating position, or indirectly through any infl uence that the public 
dialogue on the SIA fi ndings may have on the negotiations.

Trade negotiations take place in a wider institutional setting in which 
the WTO is responsible for maintaining the stability of  the interna-
tional trade regime and promoting further liberalisation of  trade, while 
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other international bodies are responsible for international agreements 
on social and environmental issues. WTO committees on trade and 
environment and trade and development aim to ensure consistency 
between WTO agreements and these other agreements, but the WTO’s 
own responsibility is limited to the management and promotion of  
international trade. The aim of  multilateral or bilateral/regional trade 
negotiations is similarly restricted to promoting trade, while remaining 
consistent with international agreements on social and environmental 
issues. To the extent that current global development is socially inad-
equate and environmentally unsustainable, this may be taken as an 
indication of  the relative weakness of  international social and envi-
ronmental institutions compared with those responsible for economic 
issues. This weakness may limit the extent to which SIAs can contribute 
to enhancing sustainability within existing international structures and 
decision-making frameworks. Alongside this, SIAs may offer the potential 
to contribute to WTO reform and the reform of  other trade policy 
formulation processes, to steer them more strongly toward sustainable 
development. The remainder of  this chapter examines the extent to 
which SIAs have infl uenced trade policy making in favour of  sustainable 
development, and the potential for expanding this infl uence.

The Effectiveness of  SIAs in Inducing Policy Change

Any evaluation of  the effectiveness of  a programme should in prin-
ciple begin by specifying its objectives. However, evaluation at the level 
of  fi nal objectives is confronted by the problems of  attribution. The 
methodological problems of  establishing a counterfactual baseline from 
which to assess impacts, and the diffi culties of  attributing changes to 
the initial policy intervention, have restricted effective evaluation at 
this level. A further diffi culty often arises with a mismatch between 
the time over which the impacts have their full effect and the period 
within which the results of  the evaluation can infl uence decision mak-
ing. For practical reasons, it will often be necessary to conduct the 
evaluation at preceding stages in the cause–effect chain. Evaluation 
at the level of  outcomes will assess the effect of  the initial activity on 
the intermediate targets. Output evaluation will assess the outputs of  
the activity being evaluated. Activities-level evaluation focusses on the 
procedures followed.
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The objectives of  the trade SIA programme have been specifi ed by 
the EC as:

Sustainability Impact Assessment is a process undertaken before and 
during a trade negotiation which seeks to identify economic, social and 
environmental impacts of  a trade agreement. The purpose of  an SIA 
is to integrate sustainability into trade policy by informing negotiators 
of  the possible social, environmental and economic consequences of  a 
trade agreement. The idea is to assess how best to defi ne a full package 
of  domestic policies and international initiatives to yield the best possible 
outcome, not just in terms of  liberalisation and economic growth, but 
also of  other components of  sustainable development. An SIA should 
also provide guidelines for the design of  possible accompanying policy 
measures. Such measures may go beyond the fi eld of  trade as such, and 
may have implications for internal policy, capacity building or interna-
tional regulation. Accompanying measures are intended to maximise the 
positive impacts of  the trade negotiations in question, and to reduce any 
negative impacts (EC 2005b).

The objective of  SIA is therefore to ‘integrate sustainability into trade 
policy’, so that the implementation of  the negotiated trade measures 
and accompanying policy measures will contribute to the ‘best possible 
outcome’ in terms of  sustainable development.4

Figure 3–3 illustrates this evaluation chain in the context of  the 
trade SIAs.

The integration of  sustainable development into trade policies and 
accompanying measures was discussed at an international SIA seminar 
organised by the European Commission in 2003, where participants 
called for sustainable development to be more fi rmly established as an 
overarching aim of  trade negotiations (European Commission 2003b). 
The seminar also sought clarifi cation of  the role of  SIA in the nego-
tiation process, with many participants worried that SIAs would lead 

4 The core impact indicators used in the SIA methodology are specifi ed in terms of  
the economic, social, and environmental pillars of  sustainable development.
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only to accompanying measures to mitigate negative effects of  agree-
ments, rather than to modifi cations in the EU’s negotiating position. 
In responding to these concerns DG Trade (2003, 1, 2) made the fol-
lowing statements:

• ‘Sustainable development has to become a central objective in all 
trade negotiations.’

• ‘SIA is an analytical and information tool that should play a key role 
in attaining this objective.’

• ‘DG Trade is committed to SIAs that improve the EU’s negotiat-
ing positions in the interests of  sustainable development. SIAs are 
not intended to fi nd ways of  compensating for the shortcomings 
of  negotiating positions by identifying the need for complementary 
measures.’

Some indirect evidence on the infl uence of  the SIA studies on the EU’s 
negotiators can be drawn from the position papers published by the 
EC. For each SIA the EC aims to prepare a paper based on the SIA 
fi ndings, which defi nes points of  agreement, responds to disagreements, 
and considers what further action should be implemented. Prior to 
publication, the position paper is drafted and discussed with member 
states at the trade committee—the so-called ‘133 Committee’. This 
time-consuming process has been completed only for some of  the earlier 
SIA studies. Typical responses fall into one of  fi ve main categories:

• specifi c new action is proposed;
• possible new action is under consideration;
• more detailed analysis is needed before decisions on action can be 

taken;
• suffi cient action is already being taken;
• the EC disagrees with the SIA fi ndings.

Where the responses fall in the fi rst group, the proposed action has 
tended to be non-specifi c, such as raising awareness of  EC delegations. 
This suggests that the SIA studies have had little direct infl uence on 
negotiating positions.

This conclusion is consistent with the outcome of  the Hong Kong 
ministerial of  the WTO in December 2005. No agreement was reached, 
other than to continue discussions, which themselves reached an impasse 
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in July 2006. Efforts to revive the process have entailed reducing the 
extent of  trade liberalisation under negotiation to be considerably less 
ambitious than originally proposed. This outcome is compatible with 
the fi ndings of  the SIA studies, which indicate that in the absence of  
effective mitigation and enhancement measures the original proposals 
offer only small gains with potentially large adverse effects. Negotiating 
positions on the WTO Doha agenda have moved toward less ambitious 
proposals, not as a direct response to the SIA fi ndings, but because of  
limited progress in the negotiations.

In the case of  the EMFTA there is evidence that the impact of  the 
studies on EU policy making may have been somewhat greater, primarily 
through the attention received in Parliament. The Euro-Mediterranean 
Parliamentary Assembly Resolution on Economic and Financial Issues, 
Social Affairs, and Education (21 November 2005) was formulated ‘hav-
ing regard to the Executive Summary of  Phase 2 of  the Sustainability 
Impact Assessment Study of  the Euro-Mediterranean Free Trade Area’ 
(Euro-Mediterranean Parliamentary Assembly 2005, 2). In addition, a 
parliamentary question was tabled in the European Parliament, which 
required the EC to react to the fi ndings of  the SIA.

The SIA for the EMFTA is one of  the more recent studies, timed 
to coincide with the preparations for the 10th anniversary ministerial 
summit of  the Euro-Mediterranean Partnership. Many of  the actions 
agreed at the summit address specifi c issues that were identifi ed in the 
preliminary consultation draft of  the SIA report, as detailed in the fi nal 
report (SIA-EMFTA Consortium 2006). This suggests that the SIA 
might have had some indirect infl uence on the outcome of  negotia-
tions, arising primarily through the public dialogue on fi ndings and its 
contribution to the infl uence of  civil society groups and parliamentar-
ians in both the EC and its trading partners.

In order to obtain wider evidence of  the impact of  the SIA stud-
ies, a pilot questionnaire survey was undertaken to solicit the views of  
internal and external stakeholders. The limited number of  responses 
cautions against generalising the results, which are best interpreted as 
providing an indication of  the range and variety of  views that a larger 
and more representative sample might reveal. Responses were received 
from non-governmental organisations (NGOs), the private sector, and 
EC trade negotiators and offi cials, giving both ‘outsider’ perceptions and 
‘insider’ judgements informed by experience. In the responses to specifi c 
questions no statistically signifi cant difference was identifi ed between 
the responses of  insiders and outsiders. However, differences may be 
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gleaned from the specifi c comments made. Respondents were asked to 
consider only those SIA studies with which they were familiar.

In relation to outcomes, the survey asked two questions covering the 
impact of  the SIAs on decision making.

Question A. To what extent has SIA strengthened the integration of  sus-
tainable development into trade policy decisions?
Question B. What is your overall impression of  the extent to which SIA 
has infl uenced decision making in each of  the following areas: infl uence 
on trade agreement; infl uence on development aid programmes; infl u-
ence on EU domestic policy; infl uence on domestic policy in non-EU 
countries?

For the fi rst question, 59% of  responses considered that the impact was 
low or very low, on a scale from one to fi ve for very low to very high. 
Only one respondent gave a score of  fi ve, for very high impact. The 
responses for the second question were similar, indicating particularly 
low infl uence on trade agreements or on domestic policy in non-EU 
countries. They indicated somewhat greater infl uence on EU domestic 
policy and development aid programmes. For development aid, 31% 
of  respondents reported a medium level of  infl uence, and 6% a high 
level. For EU domestic policy 30% of  responses ranged from medium 
to very high infl uence (10% each), but with 70% reporting low or very 
low infl uence. Over 80% of  respondents thought that the infl uence 
on trade agreements or non-EU domestic policy was low or very low.

An indication of  respondents’ reasons for these estimates was given 
by their responses to the questions related to activities and outputs. 
Nearly 70% of  respondents thought that the SIA methodology had 
improved with the more recent studies, and only one thought that it 
had deteriorated. While 37% considered that the quality of  analysis of  
the potential economic, social, and environmental impacts was poor, 
16% thought that it was satisfactory, and 47% considered it to be good 
or very good. The responses to all the questions on the consultation 
process were positive overall, with 78% indicating satisfactory or bet-
ter, and 50% good or very good. The discussion of  mitigation and 
enhancement proposals and recommendations for policy makers was 
the weakest element. This was considered to be poor or very poor by 
52% of  respondents, and satisfactory or good by 48%. None thought 
that it was very good. A further indication of  respondents’ views on the 
infl uence of  the SIA programme is given by their detailed comments. 
These are given in Table 3–2.
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Table 3–2: Stakeholder Comments on the Sustainability Impact 
Assessment Process

On Integrating SIAs into Policy Decisions
The direct impact on decisions is low but as part of  a general process of  
awareness raising and understanding of  wider impacts of  trade reforms it is 
a positive contribution. Expectations were too high and the baseline (impact 
of  a trade policy without SIA) too complex. (Trade offi cial)

SIA are an instrument of  awareness raising for decision makers. But as they 
are vague they offer arguments for protectionists as well as for more liberal 
negotiators. The WTO negotiations on the DDA [Doha Development Agenda] 
are still in a phase where the interesting part of  the SIA (fl anking measures to 
avoid negative impact of  liberalisation) has no relevance yet. (Private sector)

Sustainable development issues are either seen as mitigation issues or sidelined 
if  they run counter to liberalisation goals. The concept of  sustainable develop-
ment applied by the [European] Commission has not exercised a change in 
the core of  EU trade politics i.e., trade liberalisation. (Private sector)

Gut instinct strongly suggests that the current situation is very much better 
than that which would have obtained if  the SIA policy and programme had 
not been devised in the fi rst place. The policy has fostered and facilitated 
comprehensive, balanced, systematic, and structured attention of  predicted 
impacts in each of  the economic, social, and environmental spheres. (Trade 
offi cial)

The mere fact of  including an independent sustainability indicator in SIA 
contributes to the integration of  sustainable development into policy decisions. 
(Non-governmental organisation)

On Methodology
One major factor in this improvement is the benefi ts derived from the integra-
tion of  a much wider and more rigorous consultation procedure within the 
SIA method. (Trade offi cial)

It is evolving and being refi ned with experience (at least among the more 
experienced practitioners). (Expert)

While the quality improved somewhat, the fi nancial resources available for the 
research, I heard, were diminished, which did not allow to make the SIA more 
comprehensive in its methodology as required based on the experience of  the 
fi rst years and the comments from NGOs. (Non-governmental organisation)

The EU Commission developed standards in cooperation with the business 
community and the NGOs. This makes the SIA comparable among each 
other and provides the same set of  minimum information. Furthermore, due 
to the harmonized procedures (three-phase approach), it is easier for civil 
society to participate as procedures are predictable and input can be planned 
properly. (Private sector)
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Table 3–2 (cont.)

On the Analysis of  Economic, Social, and Environmental 
impacts
Too general and linkages not systematic enough. (Trade offi cial)

Environmental analysis could have considered a wider range of  ecological 
services/assets (e.g., on the basis of  the analysis in the United Nations Mil-
lennium Ecosystem Assessment). (Non-governmental organisation)

There have been numerous criticisms—particularly in relation to the earlier 
studies—of  the paucity and poor quality of  the analysis of  social impacts 
relative to analysis of  economic or environmental impacts. (Trade offi cial)

The diffi culties are in the inability, with this methodology, to give a holistic 
overview in terms of  broader public benefi ts, rather than a set of  sectoral and 
regional impacts. (Expert)

Varies from study to study—some WTO [World Trade Organization] studies 
have been very good, whereas some other regional studies have been poor. 
(Expert)

Not taking into account the impact of  WTO rules on the possibility to fully 
implementing the mitigating policies (advised in the SIA or that might be taken 
by a government) is a major problem. (Non-governmental organisation)

Some were just poor quality work, others refl ected the fact that the TOR 
[terms of  reference] assume that there is the information available to carry 
out impact studies to the level of  detail required to develop detailed SIA 
recommendations. (Trade offi cial)

On Consultation
Quite good overall—e.g., round tables in Brussels, but unknown at local level. 
(Non-governmental organisation)

Comments may be taken into account by the impact assessment consultants 
but I have no evidence of  the [European] Commission services taking any 
notice at all. (Expert)

Every opportunity is provided and studies are at least redrafted to refl ect 
comments. (Expert)

While information and opportunity for consultation are good and suffi cient, the 
main limitation of  the consultation process may lie in the reduced capacity of  
actors to perform in depth analysis of  the information and produce relevant 
comments/recommendations. The consultation process has not taken into 
consideration the need to support capacity building of  actors, in particular 
civil society and in particular South civil society, who have the strongest limita-
tions in engaging in complex processes such as trade SIAs. (Non-governmental 
organisation)

Lower marks for availability for comment as had reports often late or at short 
notice. (Trade offi cial)
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The stakeholder survey revealed that more still remains to be done 
to improve the technical and consultative aspects of  impact assess-
ments, but a fairly large majority of  respondents considered them to 
be satisfactory or better in most respects. The principal shortcoming 
identifi ed for the assessments themselves related to the relevance and 
specifi city of  the recommendations for mitigation and enhancement. As 
identifi ed by one of  the trade offi cials, many of  the recommendations 
require non-trade interventions with separate fi nancial and political 

Table 3–2 (cont.)

The above rating applies mainly to those mainly international organisations 
(NGOs, special interests/lobbying groups) that are active in Brussels. It is 
questionable if  these groups necessarily always represent those parts of  civil 
society that are likely to be most affected by trade liberalisation (either positively 
or negatively). (Private sector)

Good line of  communication with consultants and offi cials in meetings and 
briefi ngs, all documents are quickly and online available, input from business 
side is taken into consideration in studies. (Private sector)

On Mitigation, Enhancement, and Recommendations
Discussions are very useful. However, the challenge is to ensure that the 
M [mitigation] and E [enhancement] measures are later on integrated e.g., 
into EU-aid programmes at country or regional level, or into formulation of  
trade-related support (e.g., capacity building). (Private sector)

The mandate to give mitigation and enhancement measures to alleviate adverse 
impacts of  trade liberalisation was adhered to with a few good examples. 
However . . . the recommendations were often ignored and not seen as a 
condition by which liberalisation could take place and be benefi cial. (Non-
governmental organisation)

Too general and not specifi c enough to be useful. (Trade offi cial)

Some clear indications are provided where mitigation and enhancement mea-
sures would alleviate adverse impacts of  trade liberalisation. The problem is 
that this advice is often ignored in the trade liberalisation process. Furthermore, 
the mitigation and enhancement measures fail to give specifi c recommenda-
tions how the EU trade position should be changed. (Non- governmental 
organisation)

Mitigation holds the most interesting potential in my opinion, and there should 
be more discussion of  it. (Expert)

Level of  generality is too high to come up with workable proposals and most 
recommendations either assume or require a range of  non-trade interventions 
that have separate fi nancial and political implications. (Trade offi cial)
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 implications. These are outside the remit of  negotiators, and therefore 
cannot directly infl uence the negotiations. Others are fairly general and 
identify issues that negotiators should take into account, without speci-
fying the details of  any agreement they should reach. Since the issues 
are mainly social or environmental, while negotiators are concerned 
primarily with particular economic gains and losses, it is not clear how 
they can respond to this type of  advice.

These shortcomings identifi ed in the technical aspects of  the SIA 
are consistent with the more general shortcomings identified by 
respondents, concerning a lack of  integration of  the studies into trade 
negotiations and linked policies. This is related to the institutional and 
political context in which negotiations are conducted and SIAs are 
undertaken. As noted above, there are signifi cant tensions between an 
impact assessment process that evaluates impacts for all trading parties 
and a decision-making process based on negotiation between those par-
ties. This diffi culty is compounded by the introduction of  social and 
environmental issues into negotiations that focus primarily on specifi c 
economic gains and losses.

Some of  these tensions have been eased with the a new generation of  
studies. The EC has moved away from a philosophy in which the SIA 
is undertaken as in independent evaluation toward playing a stronger 
role itself  in leading the assessment, and in defi ning specifi c issues for 
which better information is needed. To this end there is a steering com-
mittee for each SIA, whose members include trade negotiators for the 
relevant sectors and representatives of  other departments with respon-
sibilities for environment, social issues, and international development. 
The process has strengthened the role that SIA can play in helping to 
coordinate the different interests within the EC. Additionally, the inter-
est generated within the European Parliament has enhanced its role in 
guiding the EC. As well as informing the negotiations, the SIA studies 
are intended to induce parallel policy measures in both the EU and 
its trading partners. Here again the stakeholder survey indicates that 
the SIA studies have had little infl uence to date. In general the studies 
have not revealed major adverse impacts in the EU, and so most of  
the recommendations for parallel measures relate to domestic policy 
in developing countries and the support that can be provided through 
development assistance programmes.

As identifi ed in the survey, it is not expected that the studies will have 
a major infl uence on domestic decision making in non-EU countries. 
No evidence of  signifi cant infl uence has been identifi ed. Stakeholders do 
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not expect major infl uence partly because of  a lack of  specifi city in the 
recommendations for mitigation and enhancement, and partly because 
the studies are neither commissioned by partner country governments nor 
steered toward the specifi c interests of  their negotiators. In general the 
prime aims of  partner country negotiators are to secure greater access 
for their exports and to minimise the concessions they have to make. In 
doing so they aim to obtain a net economic benefi t, which the studies 
generally show will be small. Adverse social or environmental impacts 
as identifi ed in the studies are the responsibility of  other government 
departments, which have limited infl uence on the negotiations.

The greatest infl uence on parallel policy measures is expected to 
occur through EU technical assistance. For example, the study for the 
forestry sector in the WTO added greater weight to international action 
already being taken to strengthen forest governance, although there is 
no clear evidence that the policy was signifi cantly changed by the SIA 
fi ndings. Most of  the SIA recommendations for technical assistance are 
uncontroversial, and assist primarily in identifying priorities. The great-
est infl uence is expected for regional trade agreements. The number 
of  countries involved is smaller than for WTO negotiations, allowing 
a greater degree of  specifi city in the SIA fi ndings and recommenda-
tions. Also, regional trade liberalisation may be conducted within a 
wider framework of  regional cooperation, allowing trade issues to be 
considered alongside non-trade issues. The stakeholder survey did not 
reveal any clear evidence of  policy change at this stage. However, a 
new generation of  SIAs have made more detailed recommendations 
for development assistance.

Barriers to Policy Infl uence and Possible Future Developments

The broad programme is an ambitious effort to strengthen the evidence 
base of  trade policies and steer them toward sustainable development. 
Success to date has been limited. While there are signs that the pro-
gramme has led to a heightened awareness of  the potential impact 
of  trade negotiations and has infl uenced decision-making processes 
within the EU, this has yet to feed through to signifi cant changes in 
trade policy.

Many of  the studies have shown that appropriately designed trade 
reforms have the potential to make a signifi cant contribution to devel-
opment, and, with appropriate parallel measures, can do so in an 
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environmentally sustainable manner. It has, however, proved extremely 
diffi cult to realise these goals through the existing trade negotiating 
process. The Doha agenda did not change the multilateral process, 
only its stated goals. Multilateral trade negotiations are not designed 
to deliver sustainable development. Their purpose has always been 
to maximise gains and through a process of  give and take, and move 
toward freer trade. To give real life to the development component, it 
may be necessary to reform the negotiating process itself.

Typically, the SIA studies show that global impacts on climate change 
and biodiversity loss are adverse, with many local adverse environmental 
impacts that are not cancelled out by the benefi cial ones, and signifi cant 
social impacts that include losers as well as gainers in many countries. 
The losers are often the most vulnerable groups. Trade negotiators, 
individually and collectively, are not responsible for these issues. They 
are given little specifi c information on how they should handle them, if  
at all, even when relevant information is made available. Their prime 
aim is to achieve market access gains, within the constraints placed by 
the government’s overall policy. They are not responsible for delivering 
the MDGs, nor do they have the competence to do so. They oper-
ate instead on the broad assumption that trade liberalisation, in any 
form, will help to deliver these goals, and that adverse impacts will be 
countered through the expected economic gains. This assumption is 
not borne out by the SIA studies. The current impasse in multilateral 
trade negotiations, and corresponding diffi culties at the regional and 
bilateral level, may be taken as both an opportunity and an incentive 
for governments to re-evaluate the role of  trade in contributing to wider 
goals and to adapt the policy-making process accordingly.

The SIA techniques may be able to contribute in two ways. First, 
although the fi ndings of  the multi-country studies have tended to be 
insuffi ciently specifi c to infl uence policy in developing countries, they 
have highlighted areas of  concern that may be studied in more depth 
using similar methods by each country individually. The United Nations 
Environment Programme (UNEP) is undertaking a programme to build 
capacity in developing countries to undertake integrated impact assess-
ments of  this nature, with the support of  the EC. An expansion of  
such assistance may be particularly benefi cial for countries that do not 
have the capacity to support their negotiators with detailed assessments 
of  the impacts of  other countries’ proposals, or of  their own propos-
als. However, while this would assist developing country negotiators in 
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some respects, it would not remove the problem that the negotiations 
revolve primarily around the interests of  key economic actors in each 
country, with little attention paid to social and environmental issues, 
even when information is available.

To help address this fundamental disconnect in the trade negotiation 
process, transparent multi-country SIA studies as undertaken for the EC 
might make a larger contribution if  undertaken on behalf  of  the wider 
international community, rather than being commissioned by one of  
the main negotiating parties. Such studies might for example be com-
missioned jointly by a group of  international bodies (such as UNEP, the 
United Nations Development Programme [UNDP], the International 
Labour Organization [ILO], the World Health Organization [WHO], 
the United Nations Industrial Development Organization [UNIDO], 
and the United Nations Conference on Trade and Development [UNC-
TAD]), with a joint steering committee similar to those introduced by 
the EC, and with the WTO and other international bodies such as 
the World Bank and the International Monetary Fund (IMF) invited 
to participate as observers. The fi ndings of  such studies would have 
no mandate to infl uence the WTO negotiations directly. However, they 
may carry suffi cient weight and credibility in the public arena to infl u-
ence negotiations indirectly. Similar initiatives may also be taken at the 
regional level. In the Mediterranean region, for example, the EU and 
its partner countries have adopted the overarching Barcelona process 
for regional cooperation and development. This pursues a wide range 
of  development objectives, among which the creation of  a free trade 
area is just one component. In parallel they have developed a Mediter-
ranean Strategy for Sustainable Development. Further refi nement of  
the sustainable development strategy, and its adoption as the defi ning 
strategy of  the Barcelona process, would allow trade policy to be made 
subordinate to sustainable development, and steered more strongly 
toward sustainable development goals. A similar approach might be 
taken for other regional agreements.

Conclusions

The EU’s programme of  ISAs of  global and regional trade agree-
ments has presented many challenges. These relate to consultation at 
the regional or global level, the technical aspects of  assessing impacts 
whose origins lie in complex economic effects, and potential confl icts 
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with local, regional, and global decision-making processes. In all these 
areas approaches have been developed that move some way toward 
addressing the issues, but many challenges remain. Many of  the studies 
have shown that the benefi ts that have traditionally been expected from 
the static effi ciency gains of  trade liberalisation are small, and that many 
of  the signifi cant impacts occur through long-term dynamic processes. 
The analysis of  these longer term effects and their interactions with 
other policy areas is expected to be a key area for future developments 
in trade impact assessment.

In respect of  the two specifi c policy episodes examined, the infl u-
ence of  the SIA programme has been limited. At the regional level 
of  the EMFTA there are indications that the SIA fi ndings may have 
had some infl uence on the negotiations, via representations from civil 
society organisations and from parliamentarians in the EU and part-
ner countries, rather than through any observable change in Europe’s 
negotiating position. At the multilateral level of  the WTO Doha agenda 
negotiating positions have moved toward less ambitious proposals, 
because of  limited progress in the negotiations rather than in response 
to the SIA fi ndings.

This limited infl uence is associated with potential confl icts that have 
been identifi ed between the impact assessment process and the decision-
making process. While some of  these have been satisfactorily resolved, 
attention needs to be paid to the decision-making process itself  in order 
to better address the most signifi cant regional and global issues that 
have been identifi ed in the assessments. Most trade agreements have 
adopted sustainable development as a goal, but the bodies that negotiate 
them are not responsible for sustainable development, do not have the 
competence to defi ne what sustainable development means, and are not 
subject to the requirements of  any other authority except as provided 
through international environmental law and other mechanisms of  
regional and global governance. This chapter has identifi ed steps that 
might be taken to address these limitations at both global and regional 
levels, which might help to make trade policy more readily steerable 
toward sustainable development goals.

Finally, the trade impact assessment techniques that have been 
developed for use by high income countries may prove to be highly 
appropriate for helping to strengthen trade policy in developing ones. 
For single country studies the decision-making processes are more 
straightforward, impacts can be studied in more detail, and recom-
mendations can be made more specifi c. The integrated assessment of  
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economic, social, and environmental effects, by each country for its 
own purposes, may be particularly infl uential in helping developing 
countries to formulate their trade policy more effectively, and to play 
a stronger role in international trade negotiations.
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Appendix 3–1: European Union Sustainability Impact Assessments

Sustainability Impact Assessments before 1999

Initial development of  SIA methodology (Kirkpatrick et al. 1999)
• Overview SIA (IARC)

World Trade Organization’s Doha Development Agenda

Further development of  SIA methodology (Kirkpatrick and Lee 2002)
• Preliminary Overview SIA (IARC consortium)
• Sector studies

– Agriculture: Major food crops (Stockholm Environment Institute)
– Non-agricultural market access: Textiles and clothing, non-ferrous metals, phar-

maceuticals (Overseas Development Institute/IARC)
– Competition policy (British Institute of  International and Comparative Law/World 

Trade Institute/IARC) 
– Environmental services (Cordah/Westlake/IARC)
– Distribution services (International Trade and Services Policy/IARC)
– Forests (Savcor Indufor/IARC)
– Agriculture: General (Overseas Development Institute/IARC)
– Fisheries (Natural Resources Institute/IARC)

• Final Overview SIA (IARC)

Regional Sustainable Impact Assessments

• European Union–Gulf  Cooperation Council (PriceWaterhouseCoopers)
• European Union–African, Caribbean, and Pacific countries (PriceWaterhouse

Coopers)
– overview SIA
– sector/sub-region SIAs

• European Union–Chile (Planistat)
• European Union–Mercosur

– overview SIA (Planistat)
– sector/sub-region SIAs (Impact Assessment Research Centre consortium, in 

 progress)
• Euro-Mediterranean Free Trade Area (SIA-EMFTA consortium/IARC)

– overview SIA

Sector/Sub-regional Sustainable Impact Assessments

• In progress

Note: IARC = Impact Assessment Research Council, University of  Manchester; EMFTA 
= Euro-Mediterranean Free Trade Area; SIA = Sustainability Impact Assessment.
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CHAPTER FOUR

THE CASE OF ARGENTINE RESEARCH IN BUILDING 
REGIONAL INTEGRATION

Mercedes Botto and Andrea Carla Bianculli

By the mid 1980s, the Argentine government had launched a process 
of  trade liberalisation that would not be reversed in the future. This 
decision was framed within the political guidelines—conditionalities—
demanded by the World Bank in order to release the loans the country 
needed to manage its foreign debt diffi culties. However, within these 
broad guidelines, Argentina, as was the case with borrowing countries 
in general, still had ample freedom of  action in terms of  both stra-
tegic and contingency decisions, as when deciding to opt for either a 
unilateral liberalisation process or a negotiated one, when privileging 
a project involving deep integration or mere trade initiatives, or when 
choosing to establish bilateral agreements with border or with northern 
countries. In sum, options were not limited.

The novelty and complexity of  each of  these defi nitions opened a 
window of  opportunity for the infl uence of  knowledge and academic 
research. Through their participation in the decisional process, aca-
demics could bridge the gap in terms of  the uncertainty posed by 
these new challenges and make a contribution to prevent or avoid the 
unwanted costs of  the reforms, such as those brought about by trade 
liberalisation.

Political and academic literature has strongly debated the impact of  
ideas on the decisional process since the early days after the Second 
World War. Two paradigms have emerged. While the fi rst approach 
argues that social researchers play a crucial role in the rationalisation 
of  the decision-making process, the second one, which assumes a rather 
sceptical vision of  this relationship, portrays the decisional process as 
chaotic and decisions as being the result of  mutual adjustments among 
the different actors and arenas. Using this second paradigm, this chap-
ter claims that researchers are only one of  the agents involved in the 
decision-making process, endowed with a specifi c type of  knowledge—
namely, scientifi c knowledge—and their infl uence depends on their 
rivalry or  connection  with the knowledge of  other local actors. 
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The chapter thus evaluates to what extent social research has infl u-
enced the trade policy-making process since the re-establishment of  
democracy in Argentina in 1983, highlighting the factors that pro-
moted the impact of  such studies on trade policy. Hence, this research 
emphasises those least-known or least-publicised aspects of  the trade 
policy by focussing on the processes, actors, and capabilities that have 
had an impact on decision making.

Building on the current debate about the nexus between knowledge 
and politics, this chapter analyses two processes of  infl uence. The fi rst, 
which can be characterised as a successful case, refers to the establish-
ment of  the capital goods protocol (CGP) signed with Brazil during the 
initial period of  tariff  preferences negotiation (1985 to 1988) and part of  
the Programme of  Economic Cooperation and Integration (Programa 
de Integración Comercial y Económica [PICE]). The second episode, 
by contrast, is portrayed as a failed case: the negotiation of  the com-
mon external tariff  (CET) between 1991 and 1994, where, in spite of  
the technical complexity of  the issue at stake, research and knowledge 
did not have a prominent role in the decision-making process.

Apart from focussing on these two policy episodes and inquiring 
about how research has contributed to their actual implementation, this 
analysis is intended to identify the type of  knowledge produced, the 
articulation established with policy makers, and the factors that either 
promoted or hindered its use in the policy process. The information and 
data presented are based on secondary sources and the analysis of  18 
interviews conducted with policy makers and researchers in the fi eld of  
foreign trade, representing both private and public research centres, and 
who were directly involved in the process under the administration of  
either Raúl Alfonsín (1983–89) or Carlos Menem (1989–99), or both.

This chapter is structured in four parts. The fi rst identifi es the contri-
butions to the literature in terms of  the conceptual and methodological 
defi nitions. The second and third sections delve into the analysis of  both 
episodes of  policy change and focus on the research-policy relationship. 
The fourth section offers a comparative assessment of  the fi eld research 
and an initial impact evaluation. Finally, the conclusion presents the 
main lessons derived from both cases.

Literature Review and Concept Defi nition

Interest in the role of  ideas and academics in the decision-making pro-
cess is not new, and the impact of  ideas on the decision-making process 
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has been strongly debated in the political and academic literature since 
the post-war period. Two main paradigms can be identifi ed regarding 
the role of  social researchers—taken as knowledge producers—in the 
public decision-making processes (Brunner and Sunkel 1993).

The fi rst of  these paradigms, the engineering model of  information 
use, which is part of  the policy-making theory developed during the 
1950s in the United States, promotes a favourable attitude toward social 
and political engineering. Its main argument is that researchers play a 
fundamental role because they provide the necessary knowledge and 
instruments for the rationalisation of  the decision-making and coordi-
nation processes. In other words, they provide the empirical evidence 
that clarifi es doubts and reduces the uncertainty brought about by 
policy reform. Four phases are identifi ed, on the assumption that the 
decisional process is linear and incremental. In each of  these phases, 
one main actor is responsible and stamps its own activity specifi cities 
and particular characteristics on the process.

While this fi rst approach argues that social researchers play a key 
role in the rationalisation of  the decision-making process, the second 
paradigm assumes a rather sceptical vision and characterises the 
decisional process as mainly chaotic. From this perspective, decisions 
are the result of  mutual adjustments among different players and the 
diverse arenas where they interact. Within this ‘building blocks’ game, 
researchers are just another player, endowed with a very specifi c type of  
knowledge—namely, scientifi c knowledge—and their infl uence depends 
on their interaction with the knowledge of  other local actors.

The engineering model of  information use, which argues that the 
produced information fi ts into the decision to be made, has thus been 
superseded by an approach based on the idea that there are multiple 
decision-making arenas and that various actors are involved in this 
game, endowed with only partial information and local knowledge. 
These actors include social researchers and academics, whose knowl-
edge—based on scientifi c rules—is only one of  the many competing 
sources of  information. However, arguments are put forward in the 
sense that only in exceptional cases does empirical research produce 
a direct, instrumental, and clearly identifi able impact on the deci-
sion-making process. On the contrary, in most cases, the decisional 
process is diffuse and lacks a concrete order of  stages; in fact, routine 
governs. Hence, if  research and information do have an impact, it is 
only indirect. This is what has been called ‘the enlightenment function 
of  research’ (Weiss 1977), which illustrates the idea that knowledge 



86 mercedes botto and andrea carla bianculli

gained by means of  research provides a diffuse enlightenment func-
tion and broadens the existing knowledge base of  policy makers. As 
long as it offers an understanding and interpretation of  the data and 
the situation that are critical to the policy decision, research may lead 
to a gradual shift in concepts and paradigms. In other words, Carol 
Weiss’s (1979) enlightenment model highlights the role of  research as 
clarifying, accelerating, and legitimising changes in conceptual thinking 
and, therefore, in policies.

When social research infl uences the decisional process, this is because 
it is just another knowledge or area of  expertise. Moreover, this infl u-
ence takes place in decision-making arenas already informed by other 
kinds of  previous local knowledge—i.e., partial information, anecdotes, 
and accumulated experiences and practices, among others—used by 
the wide range of  players involved in the process as soon as they 
implement their own strategies. Within this context, social scientifi c 
knowledge can have some limited infl uence on the decision-making 
process only by establishing competition with previously provided local 
knowledge and information. In most cases, the infl uence of  research 
may lead to the construction of  a framework consisting of  empirical 
generalisations and ideas that can then be absorbed by policy makers 
in a rather unconscious manner.

The second research paradigm appears to be more realistic than the 
fi rst. Based on the idea that knowledge and academia diversify rapidly, 
it argues that it is diffi cult to identify ‘social researchers’ as a clear and 
homogeneous social and professional group. Their specifi city is not 
given by their belonging to a particular institution such as university. 
Instead, it is their experience and technical knowledge on certain issues 
that determine their specifi c character (Restier-Melleray 1990, 546).

In terms of  the scope of  this research, three concepts require a more 
precise defi nition: academia, policy change, and research infl uence.

Certainly, academia may be an elusive concept. The analysis in this 
chapter, with its focus on the infl uence of  local academia on trade policy 
decisions, will revolve around the production—knowledge—of  local 
academia, rather than on the ideas and fi ndings produced by epistemic 
communities as defi ned by Peter Haas (1992). Academia operates as an 
actor, whose peculiarity is the production of  knowledge according to 
rules, evidence, and positive—empirical—and scientifi c criteria, based 
on measuring and contrasting.

The general working defi nition here is based on a broad characteri-
sation of  academia, rather than on the idea that academia belongs or 
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is confi ned to a specifi c ambit or production place, such as university. 
Clearly, this type of  knowledge is currently quite dispersed across 
diverse circles, and academics are increasingly being appointed as 
service providers by other actors and institutions. Thus, in order to 
apprehend the concept of  academia, the main changes in terms of  its 
area of  action and activities must be made explicit. As far as the area 
of  action is concerned, and in the context of  trade policies, academics 
can now be found within think tanks and as consultants and experts in 
the broader social and political community: ministries of  the economy 
and foreign affairs and different public agencies, parliament, business 
sectors, domestic and international non-governmental organisations 
(NGOs), as well as international organisations, among others. In terms 
of  their activities, the traditional characterisation of  social research 
seems inadequate in the face of  the new challenges imposed by policy 
making today. In this sense, Robert Reich’s (1991) concept of  ‘sym-
bolic-analytical services’ turns out to be of  great utility, given that it 
includes a whole set of  activities regarding the identifi cation, solution, 
and arbitration of  material problems and disputes by means of  the 
manipulation of  knowledge.

In sum, a vast amount of  academia revolves around the notion of  
‘actorness’, both in the private fi eld and in the public fi eld. However, 
within the realm of  academic and scientifi c research, the information 
and knowledge that are produced to infl uence on public policies is of  
concern here.1 The focus is on policy-oriented intellectual and academic 
production. This leads to a second key concept in the analysis.

Policy change refers to the particular ambit or context where the 
impact of  academic research is actually measured. Here the analysis 
will rely mainly on the categorisation put forward by different authors 
who distinguish between instrumental and conceptual changes in policy 
(Caplan 1979; Chudnovsky and Erber 1999; Davies et al. 2005; Neilson 
2001; Weiss 1991). Building on this literature, the impact of  academic 
research may be either instrumental or conceptual.2 Instrumental 
changes are brought about by small and incremental transformations 
in policy issues and practices. Clearly associated with micro-level deci-
sions, these changes are limited to the day-to-day policy issues and are 

1 See the concept of  post-academic research in the introduction of  this volume.
2 To learn more on the difference between instrumental and conceptual policy 

changes, please see the introduction of  this volume.
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mainly concerned with ‘bureaucratic management and effi ciency rather 
than substantive policy issues’ (Caplan 1979, 462). On the contrary, 
conceptual changes lead to more gradual shifts in terms of  policy mak-
ers’ knowledge and understanding of  certain issues, and are related to 
macro-level decisions involving key policy matters.

Nevertheless, this distinction must be understood as an ideal type 
because reality is often far more complex and changes to policies may 
fall somewhere on this spectrum (Tussie 2006). Moreover, in most 
cases, the impact of  research and information on the policy process is 
indirect. Here, the diffuse enlightenment function of  research turns out 
to be of  interest in order to overcome the idea that policy makers only 
resort to research and academia in an instrumental manner—to apply 
data, statistics, and facts to their policy decisions—and to highlight that 
knowledge or research utilisation is built on a gradual shift in concep-
tual thinking over time. Nevertheless, this broad double categorisation 
offers an appealing departure for the examination of  both episodes of  
policy change.

Assuming that research is only one of  the many competing sources 
of  information policy makers can make use of, and one of  the various 
factors that affect the fi nal policy decision (Garrett and Islam 1998; 
Tussie 2006), this chapter argues that the availability of  research and 
ideas does not translate directly into policy change. In other words, 
the research-policy link is not direct, and ideas only infl uence policy 
decisions under certain circumstances. In order to capture those circum-
stances, it is important to understand how the production of  research 
and the policy process interact in a particular context. Specifi cally, 
policy infl uence is defi ned here as the result of  a process where three 
conditions must be present: the availability of  research or the ‘produc-
tion of  knowledge’, its articulation with the stakeholders and mainly 
with decision makers, and, fi nally, the political will of  decision makers 
to make use of  it.

Building on the current debate regarding the nexus between research 
and policy making, and the factors that contribute to this relationship, 
this chapter analyses two episodes of  policy change within the Mer-
cado Común del Sur (Mercosur) and the integration process initially 
launched by Argentina and Brazil: the CGP, signed within the PICE in 
1987, and the CET established in 1994. The selection of  these cases is 
based on the importance of  both decisions within the broader process 
of  trade liberalisation initiated by Argentina in the mid 1980s. While 
the CGP stands out as the fi rst step toward liberalised trade between 
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Argentina and Brazil—although that liberalisation remains a negotiated 
and highly controlled opening intended to constitute an agreement 
of  economic complementarity—the negotiation of  the CET implies 
a crucial move toward the establishment of  the customs union within 
Mercosur. In addition, the CET constitutes a fundamental decision. On 
the one hand, it worked as a lock-in device, limiting the governments’ 
autonomy in terms of  their domestic trade policies. On the other hand, 
it complemented internal trade liberalisation while, at the same time, 
moved toward reducing Mercosur external barriers. Furthermore, both 
decisions were taken by two different governments: whereas the fi rst 
democratic government led by Alfonsín signed the PICE, the CET was 
established by the following administration, headed by Menem.

The next two sections explore the research-policy relationship regard-
ing the design and implementation of  the CGP and the CET, taking 
into account three conditions: the existence of  research, its articulation 
with policy makers, and the political will or at least the possibility of  
putting this research into practice or the possibility of  its utilisation. 
Based on the assumption that the research-policy relationship is neither 
linear nor automatic, and that it entails a highly complex and dynamic 
two-way process (Tussie 2006), these case studies focus on two particular 
instances of  policy change to deepen the understanding of  the dynam-
ics of  the political process and assess the importance of  the different 
factors that have contributed to these instances of  policy change.

A First Move toward Trade Liberalisation: 
Alfonsín and the Capital Goods Protocol (1987–89)

In the mid 1980s, and after having implemented an inward-oriented 
development model for more than 50 years, Argentina began slowly 
but steadily to open its economy to international trade through the 
promotion of  multiple strategies that combined unilateral opening and 
trade negotiations both at the regional and multilateral levels.

During the initial phase of  the fi rst democratic government led by 
Alfonsín, strict austerity and market-liberalising measures were resisted. 
In time, this resistance would be superseded by a different vision. In 
1985, the newly designated Ministry of  Economy, led by Juan Sour-
rouille, launched the Plan Austral, an economic programme that called 
for restructuring public companies and liberalising trade. Neverthe-
less, the decisive and fi nal implementation of  trade liberalisation as a 
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 unilateral policy started only in 1988. Two factors explain this. The 
fi rst refers to the so-called Canitrot Reform, and the second to the 
relationship between Argentina and the International Monetary Fund 
(IMF) and the World Bank, which would play a more defi nitive role in 
shaping the reform policy in Argentina, particularly in terms of  trade 
policy, public sector reform, and privatisation. Moreover, the discussions 
with the World Bank gave the economic team and policy makers a solid 
argument to convince the private sector of  the need to move toward 
trade liberalisation and to overcome their opposition.

It is in this context that the PICE was established in 1986. Together 
with the Integration, Cooperation, and Development Treaty of  1988—
both signed by the presidents of  Argentina and Brazil, Raúl Alfonsín and 
José Sarney—these two agreements can be seen as the bedrock of  the 
future Mercosur agreement. Based on gradual mechanisms that would 
be implemented in successive stages, allowing thus for adjustments, the 
PICE was intended to promote intra-industry trade between Argentina 
and Brazil and the overall expansion of  bilateral trade, without induc-
ing inter-industry specialisation. Sectoralism was a key principle of  this 
initiative. The PICE entailed the negotiation of  sectoral agreements to 
stimulate bilateral trade on the grounds of  complementarity and politi-
cal symmetry, to foster changes in the effi ciency of  production in key 
economic sectors through the expansion of  bilateral investment fl ows, 
and to promote cooperation in areas of  critical importance for joint 
economic development.

Academic Research

The initiative to sign a programme of  strategic cooperation and com-
mercial integration was basically of  a political nature.

When newly elected president Alfonsín asked both Dante Caputo, 
the minister of  foreign affairs, and Oscar Romero, the undersecretary 
of  international economic relations, to develop an integration project 
with Brazil, his aim was to put an end to the traditional hypothesis of  
confl ict cultivated between both countries over time. Certainly, regional 
integration initiatives were not new, but this bilateral initiative was 
intended to go beyond previous experiences. Apart from the idea of  
overcoming this old confl ict hypothesis, three elements appear to have 
converged in the mid 1980s to produce a major change in the political 
and economic environment. In the fi rst place, the processes of  political 
transition and return to democratic rule, with institutional reorganisation 
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in Argentina (1983) and Brazil (1985), created new incentives to redress 
the bilateral relations. Second, the macroeconomic and regulatory crisis 
of  Argentina and Brazil clearly showed that the development model 
based on high protection and state intervention was already exhausted. 
Third, in an international context marked by the expansion of  the 
forces of  globalisation and the deepening of  the multilateral system, 
regionalism initiatives appeared to be useful instruments for avoiding 
marginalisation and, at the same time, enhancing their voice in the 
international arena. In sum, this initial plan sought mutual economic 
cooperation as a means to improve bilateral relationships, foster eco-
nomic growth in the region, and promote a new positioning of  the two 
countries in the international arena. In terms of  the type of  decision 
at stake, it is clear that the agreement between Alfonsín and Sarney 
implied a paradigm change.3

During this fi rst commercial integration initiative, the debt crisis of  
1982 played a key role: it promoted closeness between the governments 
of  Argentina and Brazil. Even if  the debt crisis and the international 
fi nancial institutions—the IMF and the World Bank—clearly demanded 
the initiation of  a process of  trade liberalisation and the reform of  
the highly distorted tariff  systems, the government opted for a process 
of  deep integration, which, in terms of  trade liberalisation, entailed a 
minimum and negotiated opening with Brazil. The aim was to privilege 
the development of  a productive project.

According to the main actors involved in the process, this option was 
inspired by the European experience, which appeared as a successful 
case of  regional integration, and by the lessons derived from the failure 
of  previous integration experiences, such as the Latin America Inte-
gration Association (LAIA). This is clearly expressed by Carlos Bruno, 
undersecretary of  economic integration, who argued that ‘if  we try to 
develop a model of  multilateral integration—such as that of  LAIA—we 
will just develop the minimum common denominator of  what we can 
build together . . . if—on the contrary—we choose those countries we 
consider to be the most dynamic ones—Argentina and Brazil—and 
we attempt to design a model of  integration based on certain sectors 
of  their economies, we will develop a model with a great degree of  

3 Interview with former undersecretary of  integration and Mercosur, Ministry of  
Foreign Affairs.
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 internal dynamism, and this is the key difference in terms of  the tra-
ditional model’ (cited in Campbell 1999, 74).

Both the origin and evolution of  this fi rst approach to an integra-
tion project with Brazil were surrounded by worries mainly over the 
damages brought by the association in Argentina given the existing 
structural asymmetries between the new partners, derived from Brazil’s 
long process of  sustained industrialisation during the 1960s and ’70s. 
In order to face these fears, the process would be guided by the idea of  
gradual integration, through selective and joint projects, advancing at 
different speeds. Thus it was expected to promote industrial and trade 
complementarity within each of  the sectors, minimising the negative 
effects on both economies and inducing specialisation in certain lines 
of  production (Lavagna 2001). In terms of  the negotiation procedures, 
the consensus was to adopt a selective scheme, by means of  ‘positive 
lists’ that specifi ed where commitments were made, rather than making 
broad commitments and listing exceptions. In addition, an integration 
process based on gradual schedules and fl exible negotiation mechanisms 
was initiated.

Within this model of  deep integration, the capital goods sector was 
chosen as the ‘star’ of  the PICE.4 Given the economic situation of  
the mid 1980s and the existing structural asymmetries between the 
economies of  both Argentina and Brazil, this sector presented some 
comparative advantages, just as the European Coal and Steel Commu-
nity—where those sectors producing basic inputs—represented the fi rst 
major step toward integration in Europe. In the fi rst place, the capital 
goods sector was the most dynamic sector of  global industry and trade. 
Second, it could have a multiplying effect throughout the productive 

4 The basic components of  the PICE included 24 sectoral protocols, signed between 
1985 and 1990, which specifi ed the customs categories to which the agreement was to 
be progressively applied. Initially, there were only 12 protocols. Ten covered economic 
sectors, such as capital goods, food, wheat, and the iron, steel, and auto industries. 
The other two had to do with the nuclear industry and aeronautics cooperation. While 
seven protocols sought to boost bilateral trade in specifi c sectors—capital goods, wheat, 
iron and steel, automotive industry, food industry—two more general protocols were 
intended to promote trade expansion and the complementarity of  the food supply. In 
1988, there would be 22 protocols in all, and in 1989, there would fi nally be 24, includ-
ing issues regarding trade and trade-facilitating measures, scientifi c and technological 
development, and infrastructure development, among others. Annexes to each protocol 
established the list of  specifi c items subject to tariff  reduction. All 24 protocols were 
targeted to expand trade, encourage bilateral investment fl ows, foster cooperation in 
areas such as nuclear energy and biotechnology, and facilitate transportation.
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structure. Third, it employed a highly qualifi ed labour force. In addi-
tion, both countries had a high defi cit in this sector, especially Brazil, 
which at the time was compelled to import from third countries. For 
Argentina, this represented a unique opportunity because these sectoral 
agreements would entail the initiation of  a process of  rapid industrialisa-
tion, after the deindustrialisation led by the economic plan headed by 
former minister of  economy José Martínez de Hoz (1976–81). In sum, 
within these national and regional contexts, the capital goods sector 
was considered strategic because, in the long term, imports of  capital 
goods would prompt an increase on the productivity of  the economy, 
expanding exports, and fostering growth.

From an intellectual point of  view and in terms of  the debate that 
led to the liberalisation process of  capital goods and the elimination 
of  non-tariff  barriers, the Economic Commission for Latin America 
and the Caribbean (ECLAC) provided a key report, which was the 
basis for the PICE.5 Two main reasons account for this.6 In the fi rst 
place, and given that most of  the members of  the economic team had 
been trained at ECLAC, they shared many of  the assumptions and 
paradigmatic guidelines promoted by this regional organisation. In the 
second place, and especially regarding the country offi ce in Buenos Aires, 
ECLAC’s experts had undertaken industrial policy as an important 
area of  research.

The private sector was also involved in the design of  the macro 
proposal, but it did not present any concrete written document on 
the fi nal text of  the CGP. Business participation was induced by the 
government as a way of  preventing confl icts and technical diffi culties 
within both administrations. The summoning was immediate after 
Argentina and Brazil gave the fi rst step toward regional integration, 
by the end of  1985.

Indeed, at the presidential meeting that took place in Foz de Iguazú 
in November 1985, Argentina and Brazil agreed to establish a high-
level bilateral commission. Composed of  government and private sector 

5 ECLAC was established in 1948 as one of  the fi ve regional commissions of  the 
United Nations. Aimed at contributing to the economic development of  the region, 
reinforcing economic relationships among the countries, and promoting social devel-
opment as well, it had a leading role during the 1960s and ’70s, when the region 
experienced a profound and diverse move toward regionalism. This trend was mainly 
infl uenced by ECLAC’s philosophy and the ideas of  its fi rst secretary general, the 
economist Raúl Prebisch.

6 Interview with Chief  of  the Offi ce in Buenos Aires, ECLAC.
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representatives, this commission was intended to discuss and launch the 
bilateral integration process. Oscar Romero recalls that this decision was 
based on the fact that ‘the integration process design and the design of  
the concrete solidarity scheme between both countries, should not be 
developed at the grey desk of  a bureaucrat or political offi cial; instead 
this should result from the participation of  real actors or economic 
agents. Both presidents decided to include the most representative pri-
vate agents, businessmen and business groups from both countries, so 
that they would not protect the apples, the rice or the meat, but instead 
would be the individuals capable of  helping in the design of  the bilateral 
relationship that we so much needed’ (Campbell 1999, 65).

Once the CGP had been signed, governments embarked in the 
diffi cult task of  compiling the positive lists of  the products and items 
to be liberalised. This implementation phase involved the direct par-
ticipation of  an external expert, especially appointed by the Argentine 
government, given the lack of  technical knowledge and expertise in 
this particular area. Only a reduced number of  companies, from some 
highly concentrated sectors and oligopolies (namely, the iron and steel 
industry and the petrochemical industry), counted with this extremely 
specialised information and expertise since they had also been part of  
the negotiations carried out for both the Latin America Free Trade 
Association (LAFTA) and LAIA. However, these sectors were not 
included in the agreement.7

Daniel Chudnovsky, an academic with no previous experience in 
public administration, was then appointed for the implementation of  the 
CGP. Chudnovsky’s designation was intended to fulfi l two crucial goals, 
apart from drawing up numbers and comparative statistics regarding 
the situation of  the capital goods sector in Argentina and its potential 
complementarity with Brazil: to advise policy makers during the negotia-
tions and to persuade producers in the machine tools industries about 
the feasibility of  a productive complementarity agreement with Brazil.8 
Persuading business groups was not an easy assignment since the positive 
lists prompted serious fears among Argentine manufacturers, who were 
concerned by the larger size and greater competitiveness of  Brazilian 
producers (Chudnovsky and Erber 1999). In fact, it demanded an active 

7 Interview with researcher, Centre for International Economics (Centro de Economía 
Internacional [CEI]) at the Ministry of  Foreign Affairs.

8 Interview with former director, Centre for Research on Transformation (Centro 
de Investigaciones para la Transformación [CENIT]).
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role and effort to put across these groups the differences between this 
new integration scheme and the unilateral liberalisation implemented 
during the 1970s, which had had a terrible and devastating impact on 
these industries.

With funding provided by the World Bank, the project developed 
by Chudnovsky entailed the elaboration of  positive lists of  those items 
and products that Argentina would offer Brazil during the fi nal round 
of  negotiations. These products would be marketed with a zero tariff  
and would be free of  any non-tariff  barriers by January 1987, after 
the entry into force of  the CGP. The fi nal composition of  these posi-
tive or common lists was determined by the participation of  different 
domestic manufacturers and the acceptance or refusal of  each partner’s 
proposal.

Research-Policy Articulation

As already mentioned, both the idea of  promoting a closer relationship 
with Brazil and the actual fi rst negotiations were articulated inside the 
Ministry of  Foreign Affairs. During this initial stage, negotiations and 
discussions were mainly political in nature, and handled by the Ministry 
of  Foreign Affairs. Capitalising on the presidential political discourse 
and mandate, which urged close ties with Brazil and the removal of  
the old confl ict hypothesis from the bilateral relation, policy mak-
ers within this ministry—namely, Oscar Romero and Carlos Bruno, 
undersecretary of  international economic relations and undersecretary 
of  economic integration, respectively—decided to promote a trade 
agreement between both countries. When asked about the initiation of  
this process, one of  the academic respondents commented that public 
offi cials ‘got together as if  they were spies organising a command attack, 
away from the noise; the idea was so awkward that they could not get 
together in a meeting room as it happens today . . . the whole process 
remained as highly informal. During this fi rst stage, the Ministry of  
Economy knew nothing about this project; it was mainly focussed on 
the debt and infl ation problems.’

However, in 1985, during the defi nition of  the fi nal design and 
concrete implementation of  the initiative, the Ministry of  Economy 
was assigned the whole responsibility for it. Two reasons explain this 
decision: the articulation with the private sector and the technical 
issues at stake. Indeed, Chudnovsky, the secretary of  industry, and his 
political counterpart, Jorge Campbell, the undersecretary of  foreign 
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trade, launched a round of  meetings with different sectoral chambers, 
especially with the Association of  Metal Industrialists of  the Argentine 
Republic (Asociación de Industriales Metalúrgicos de la República 
Argentina [ADIMRA]), and different individual industries.

Subsequently, the Ministry of  Economy would increasingly take the 
lead in the initiative. Nevertheless, this new situation did not create 
mistrust in the Ministry of  Foreign Affairs, and did not give way to 
a duplication of  efforts. In fact, Juan Sourrouille and Dante Caputo, 
the heads of  both ministries respectively, were deeply involved in the 
process. They worked on the project on a team basis, and shared the 
same vision and idea regarding the integration process with Brazil.9 This 
personal connection would also be strengthened by the interministerial 
coordination achieved after the parliamentary elections of  1985, which 
reinforced President Alfonsín’s leadership in Argentina. In turn, this 
would lead to the incorporation of  an important number of  offi cials 
and technical experts in the Secretary of  Industry and Foreign Trade 
(Secretaría de Industria y Comercio Exterior [SICE]), who were deeply 
committed to the integration process with Brazil. This project was 
regarded as a possible main motor of  the trade liberalisation scheme, 
or even as a means of  positive adjustment. In sum, by the end of  1985, 
an interministerial taskforce was already in place. It relied on direct 
access to the highest political offi cials and policy makers, and its main 
objective was to promote the technical issues on the negotiating agenda. 
This taskforce was assisted and complemented by the private sector, 
which was acting in the shadows and was led by the so-called ‘captains 
of  industry’.10 Nevertheless, this idyllic relationship would not last long, 
coming to an end in 1987 when Roberto Lavagna and his team left 
the SICE and were replaced by Beatriz Nofal, after the defeat of  the 
Radical Party in the 1987 legislative elections.

 9 Interview with former undersecretary of  international relations and president, 
CENIT.

10 At the same time, although showing greater confi dentiality, an informal working 
and advice group was created with these so-called captains of  industry in order to 
gather their political endorsement to the initiatives. Later on, this same group would 
form part of  the mixed commission. The ‘captains of  industry’ was the name given 
to the economic groups that grew as state suppliers, and which, as detailed by Jorge 
Campbell (1999, 110), included the following business representatives: Jorge Haieck 
(SOCMA), Eduardo Braun (ASTARSA), Ricardo Zinn (SEVEL), Guillermo Livio 
Kühl (SAAB—Scania), Jaime Núñez (BAGLEY), Vittorio Orsi (SADE), Miguel Roig 
(Bunge y Born), Carlos Bulgheroni (BRIDAS), Carlos Tramutola (Propulsora), Alberto 
Hojman (BGH), and Sebastian Bagó (Laboratorios Bagó).
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Based on the suggestions and proposals presented by the different 
chambers and industrial sectors, Chudnovsky elaborated the fi nal 
positive lists on national capital goods. In those cases where consensus 
could not be achieved among two or more chambers producing the 
same product or item, the government would directly eliminate it from 
the fi nal common lists, given that there were no adequate instruments 
to perform a technical evaluation of  the competitive situation of  the 
different products, thus revealing the government’s lack of  capability to 
avoid confl ictive situations (Chudnovsky et al. 1987). This would result 
in a quite different dynamic from the one originally proclaimed in the 
PICE: the promotion of  intra-industry restructuring and specialisation. 
On the contrary, the common lists that had been agreed upon at the 
national level would only allow for the promotion of  trade in terms of  
the lines of  production in which each country had already specialised, 
and did not include or affect those sub-sectors or activities that showed 
greater reticence about this market opening.

Utilisation in Decisions

The list elaborated by the SICE was part of  the negotiation with Brazil. 
The agreement—the Protocol on Goods—entered into force at the 
beginning of  1987. The original list of  224 items was subsequently 
enlarged as the years passed by means of  successive rounds of  negotia-
tions and following the same initial dynamic. The sectors included in 
the voluntary tariff  reduction referred to most electric and non-electric 
equipment and machinery and their components and pieces, together 
with automobile components. Electrical equipments and parts and trans-
port vehicles were excluded from the common lists and were subject to 
a separate sectoral negotiation (Porta and Fontanals 1989).

Negotiations on wheat and food supply—Protocols Two and Three—
were as successful as the previous one. Given that Protocol Two was 
intended to promote a balanced exchange for Argentina and to make 
up for existing asymmetries, it established annual commitments for the 
purchase of  this product by Brazil and other technical issues—such as 
the price calculation, ports, and schedules for loading. Protocol Three 
was different because it was not intended to promote trade liberalisa-
tion or the elaboration of  lists; instead, it defi ned a common list of  
fruits, vegetables, and dairy products to be mutually provided in case 
of  undersupply.
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The remaining protocols—the steel and iron industry, the automotive 
and food sectors—faced numerous diffi culties in their implementation 
and had a relatively small commercial impact during this fi rst phase 
of  the integration process. In this sense, for example, the steel and iron 
agreement had only a limited scope, leaving aside the main products. 
The automotive protocol, on the contrary, was successively postponed 
since there was no agreement regarding the small print. Actually, 
according to those who were directly involved in the negotiations, a 
vital element was missing: the support of  the private actors involved in 
the process: ‘Opening the fi nal sectors without ensuring the previous 
liberalisation of  the intermediate sectors and/or the elimination of  
the subsidies granted to sheet entailed higher costs for the Argentine 
manufacturer, who was thus obliged to buy sheet at a higher price 
than the one paid by his competitor, the Brazilian manufacturer, and 
consequently his production was not competitive.’11 A similar evaluation 
was provided for the automotive sector: ‘The automotive sector offered 
several advantages to be liberalised fi rst: in the fi rst place, consensus 
building within the sector was easy to achieve since only fi ve companies 
comprised 90 percent of  the total market; and, secondly, the sector 
allowed for a specialisation criterion. We proposed this scheme to Brazil, 
but companies would only accept it in 1991, when Mercosur ensured 
universal, automatic, and linear reductions.’12

Out of  the six protocols dealing with production integration, the 
CGP was the only one to promote liberalisation, generating in turn 
quite important results in terms of  the broader integration project. 
The implementation of  this agreement led to a large increase in trade: 
between 1986 and 1990, regional trade in those products included in 
Protocol One grew from U$S16.7 to U$S 95.5 million, which accounted 
for a notable 472 percent growth. These benefi ts were even greater for 
Argentina than for Brazil. While trade in capital goods represented 
just 50 percent of  Brazil’s total exports, in the case of  Argentina this 
stood at 80 percent. In qualitative terms, this increase also benefi ted 
Argentina through the diversifi cation of  the export supply.

Nevertheless, this was a short-term process of  limited scope. Different 
analyses emphasise that even if  the CGP led to increased productivity 

11 Interview with an academic, Universidad Nacional de Quilmes.
12 Interview with former undersecretary of  international relations and president, 

CENIT.
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and a better use of  installed capacity in both countries, there were 
neither signifi cant investments nor important transformations in the 
structure of  the national supply. Diffi culties in the availability and con-
ditions of  credit for acquiring capital goods and the lack of  credibility 
of  the regional approach hindered the decision making of  Argentine 
producers in the medium term. In addition, the increase in bilateral 
trade—by 40 percent between 1985 and 1988—was circumscribed to 
specifi c sectors, particularly capital goods and wheat, products of  rela-
tive high importance in macroeconomic terms. Most of  the relevant 
productive sectors had only a marginal or symbolic participation in 
the impact of  the integration initiative. Moreover, they did not seem to 
be interested in assuming a more active role in the near future. These 
sectors included the steel and iron industry, different branches of  the 
food industry, and the automotive complex.

Acceleration of  the Liberalisation Programme: Menem and the Common 
External Tariff  (1991–95)

Born in a context of  industrial promotion and protection, where states 
led in economic functioning, the PICE constituted a cautious approach 
to regional trade liberalisation and integration. This fi rst phase of  inte-
gration (1986–89) was marked by sectoral negotiations on trade instru-
ments. However, after an initial period of  intra-regional liberalisation 
and rapid trade growth, the exchange of  concessions slowed down and 
trade fl ows reached a plateau. This sector-by-sector integration was then 
replaced by a universal approach to regional trade liberalisation after 
the signing of  the Acta de Buenos Aires (1990), which accelerated the 
integration process and anticipated that the common market would 
come into effect in December 1994.

The Acta de Buenos Aires was signed by the newly elected presidents 
Fernando Collor de Melo (Brazil) and Carlos Menem (Argentina). The 
latter continued the trade liberalisation process initiated by the previ-
ous administration, and even if  there was a rapid move toward market 
reform, trade liberalisation was kept in a secondary and discreet place. 
The economic team established a policy aimed at reducing tariffs, pro-
gressively applied, although mainly stemming from the requirements 
and demands of  both the IMF and the World Bank. Subsequently, 
this was accelerated and deepened with the implementation of  a new 
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economic plan headed by Domingo Cavallo.13 The government later 
adopted a series of  measures intended to promote exports and reduce 
the manufacturing costs through the reduction and elimination of  
different taxes and the establishment of  credit facilities and measures 
aimed at stimulating exports.

In this line and in terms of  the regional integration process already 
established with Brazil, the Acta de Buenos Aires implied a key trans-
formation by adopting an approach to trade liberalisation based on an 
automatic, linear, and universal mechanism of  tariff  elimination within 
the zone (Lavagna 2001). Shortly afterward, negotiations began giving 
way to the Treaty of  Asunción in 1991 and extending these commit-
ments to Paraguay and Uruguay. Mercosur was fi nally born.

Four mechanisms were included in the founding treaty to move 
toward a common market. In fi rst place was the trade liberalisation 
programme that would lead to the establishment of  a zero-tariff  area by 
31 December 1994. Second, as of  1 January 1995, a CET and a com-
mon commercial policy with a third country or groupings of  countries 
would be established. A third mechanism referred to the coordination of  
macroeconomic and sector policies: foreign trade, agriculture, industry, 
fi scal, monetary, foreign exchange, capitals, services, customs, transport, 
and communications, among others. Finally, sector agreements were 
established to deepen and speed up the liberalisation of  intra-regional 
trade fl ows (Bouzos et al. 2002).

The trade liberalisation programme started in 1991 and, in spite 
of  some delay in the original plan, the bloc fi nally achieved free trade 
among the member countries by 1999, when the CET fi nally started to 
rule. The adoption of  the CET entailed the commitment to a long-term 
political project with Brazil, which in turn allowed for better integra-
tion into the multilateral trade arena. Both the Argentine and Brazil-
ian ministries of  foreign affairs strictly opposed any formal weakening 
of  the CET since this was an effective policy tool for opening up the 
economy to the rest of  the world, and it was crucial for the countries 
to negotiate as a bloc the incorporation of  Mercosur into free trade 
agreements both within the Americas and with the European Union.

13 After being at the Fundación Mediterránea think tank, Domingo Cavallo served 
as minister of  foreign affairs (1989–91) and was instrumental in the realignment of  
Argentina with the United States.
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During those years, regionalism and regional integration appeared to 
be effective in facilitating an entrance into a much more developed mul-
tilateral trading system. However, once again, two options were then on 
the agenda: the creation of  either a free trade zone or a customs union. 
The fi rst option was clearly promoted by the Ministry of  Economy 
on the basis that a free trade zone would allow for more manoeuvres 
in the negotiation of  the foreign trade policy—a vision shared as well 
by certain business think tanks such as Fundación Mediterránea and 
Centro de Estudios Macroeconómicos de Argentina (CEMA). The other 
option was the establishment of  a customs union, an idea promoted 
mainly by public universities and the ECLAC.

Academic Research

In operative terms, the defi nition of  the CET would compel the mem-
ber states to subordinate their trade policies toward third countries to 
a common policy settled within the bloc. This was an extremely com-
plex assignment given the structural asymmetries among the partners, 
which were refl ected in their divergent tariff  systems. Those countries 
with less diversifi ed productive structures—such as Paraguay and Uru-
guay—objected the idea of  granting tariff  preferences to the larger 
partners, while Argentina and Brazil showed differences in terms of  
the most competitive sectors, an element that added more complexity 
to the process as well as to the possibility of  building consensus (Giorgi 
2003).

Mercosur governments appointed the design of  the CET to the Com-
mon Market Group (Grupo Mercado Común [GMC]). Within this, the 
Sub-Group 10 (Subgrupos de Trabajo [SGT])—which dealt with issues 
related to macroeconomic policy coordination—would be in charge of  
examining and analysing the CET. During the fi rst two years, national 
delegations focussed on the exchange of  their own harmonised national 
systems of  nomenclature and the elaboration of  consensual rules and 
basic criteria for the creation of  the CET. Given the existing diversity 
among the national tariff  systems, consensus was easily achieved for 
the establishment of  an escalated external tariff  system, including at 
least three positions. However, diffi culties emerged in terms of  the tariff  
level attributed to each sector. In order to overcome these important 
differences, it was agreed to carry out the negotiation on the basis of  
the different proposals taken to the negotiating table. These were to 
be presented by May 1992.
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Faced with this schedule, national governments required several 
studies and analyses that obligated a critical participation of  academ-
ics. The elaboration of  these proposals entailed big challenges for the 
governments in terms of  the complexity of  the issue: each country had 
diverse nomenclatures and tariff  systems, and there were no compara-
tive statistical analyses. In addition to this basic survey, the evaluation 
of  the different possible scenarios and their expected impact on each 
domestic productive sector was another necessary task.

At the regional level, similar surveys were carried out. In 1993, the 
GMC appointed Honorio Kume, an expert from the Instituto de Pes-
quisa Econômica Aplicada (IPEA), a research centre associated with 
the Brazilian government. With funding provided by the EU and the 
Inter-American Development Bank (IADB), Kume was designated to 
perform a survey and to assist national governments in the meetings of  
the GMC, where he turned out to be an active participant.

In Argentina, the need to come up with a proposal gave way to a 
proliferation and overlapping of  studies and the appointment of  dif-
ferent working groups. In all, three special studies were particularly 
important, as described below.

The fi rst group was composed of  technical experts from the Ministry 
of  Economy, who were to fulfi l certain tasks regarding Mercosur, and 
academics from the Department of  Economics at the Universidad de 
Buenos Aires (UBA). The tasks were divided between the two groups: 
the academics focussed on the development of  the parameters—since 
there was a perceived need for this information during the negotia-
tions—and the coordination of  the different activities within this joint 
group, and the technical experts worked on a comparative study and 
elaborated diverse statistical measures given that these data were of  
great utility for the negotiations.14 The experts group was coordinated 
and fi nanced with the ministry’s budget and its main objective was to 
collect all the existing information about the tariff  positions in the four 
member countries in order to build a comparative matrix. This survey 
was guided by the demands and specifi c requirements of  the offi cials 
of  this public agency, who were also part of  different working groups 
within Mercosur. In addition, these technical experts produced several 
proposals and reports that were submitted to the negotiators.

14 Interview with Argentine GMC negotiator.
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The second survey was appointed by the Ministry of  Economy. With 
funding provided by loans from the United Nations Development Pro-
gramme (UNDP), a group of  academics were selected on a personal 
basis. The remuneration of  these appointed experts tripled those of  
the ministry offi cials who were responsible for the negotiation process, a 
situation that was thus regarded with suspicion. This consultancy group 
relied heavily on the information that they already had as well as on a 
matrix based on outdated data. Moreover, the directives and parameters 
of  the research were settled by the Ministry of  Economy and did not 
necessarily respond to the needs of  the actual negotiators.

Finally, the Ministry of  Foreign Affairs developed some documents 
and reports on its own. Julio Berlinski, an economist from Universidad 
Torcuato Di Tella (UTDT), was appointed for this survey. He was an 
external advisor and a specialist in tariffs who had already had some 
experience working for previous administrations on various tariff  issues. 
He was asked to defi ne the criteria for the CET. Unlike public experts 
from the Ministry of  Foreign Affairs, Berlinski had a global vision of  
the whole situation that enabled him to develop a more comprehen-
sive analysis, different from that of  a public expert who had taken the 
Argentina tariff  system and made consultations with the private sector 
on the basis of  the demands put forward by Brazil.15

Most of  the private sector did not provide inputs into the CET 
negotiating process because they perceived the customs union would 
not be actually implemented. In fact, ‘most of  the chambers and sectors 
in general did not participate; neither did they come to know about it. 
What is commonly being said, that business actors came to know about 
this project through the newspaper, is quite true. We [the negotiators] 
did not receive any proposals from the business sectors. Therefore, as 
we had no proposals, we had no instructions either; we worked in a 
very theoretical manner—our job was mainly based upon calculations 
done at the desk. We analysed how far we could go in terms of  the 
productive chain and its maximization, and we struggled for this as 
much as we could.’16

Only two research reports were produced by the private sector. The 
Chamber of  the Chemical and Petrochemical Industries (Cámara de la 
Industria Química y Petroquímica [CIQyP]) produced a paper of  an 

15 Interview with a CEI researcher.
16 Interview with Argentine GMC negotiator.
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operative nature intended to contribute to the survey and harmonisation 
process of  the regional tariffs. This agreement was presented both to 
national governments and Mercosur institutions. As soon as the initiative 
was launched, chamber members reacted immediately: they decided 
to anticipate to the governments and presented a sectoral proposal. 
This was expressed by one CIQyP leader, who recalled that only the 
petrochemical sector would elaborate a proposal regarding a future 
nomenclator: ‘We held meetings during four months; every 15 days, 
20 people per country got together. Moreover, this nomenclator is still 
valid today since it has barely undergone any changes. Governments 
signed it . . . We were the only sector that carried out such a task, but in 
fact we were the only ones that would need to do so since the steel and 
iron sector includes 14 chapters of  the nomenclator while the chemical 
sector includes 2.849 tariff  lines, and stands for 30 percent of  the total 
number of  lines . . . We fi nished this report . . . and then said that that 
would be the tariff  system to be applied; because it had been said that 
it would be proportional to the added value. So we determined what 
the added value should be and proposed our own tariff  scale. We ended 
up presenting a proposal, which was also a joint proposal—only with 
Brazil, for the time being—from 2 to 16. The government accepted 
it and made a slight modifi cation: from 2 to 14, but they did respect 
the escalated scheme.’ 

The second case refers to the study published by Fundación de 
Investigaciones Económicas Latinoamericanas ([FIEL] 1993), whose 
pro-market philosophy had become well known with the publication of  
El comercio administrado de los ’90: Argentina y sus socios. This book argued 
that the best possible negotiating scenario for Argentina would be a free 
trade agreement with the United States, rather than a deep integration 
process with Brazil. Written between 1992 and 1993, it was based on 
a research project fi nanced by an American foundation.17

Research-Policy Articulation

Most of  the documents and studies detailed above were the result of  
either an appointment or a special request made by the governments to 
those academics involved in the in-house think tanks. The articulation 
between policy makers and researchers seemed therefore guaranteed. 

17 Interview with a senior economist, FIEL.
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However, things turned out to be more complicated. In the fi rst place, 
only one of  these different reports got to the Argentine negotiators in 
due time and proper form. This was the report elaborated by the experts 
and academics of  the Ministry of  Economy and the UBA. Unlike the 
others, this study was the result of  teamwork, and certainly fulfi lled the 
demands and requirements of  the negotiators. Moreover, negotiators 
were also actively involved in its creation. In turn, these meant that 
the working group could have access not only to information but also 
to the instructions of  the negotiating group.

Another group of  studies, including the reports by Kume and Ber-
linksi, was also produced in proper form and in response to the demands 
and urgencies specifi ed by the negotiators. These studies were intended 
to fulfi l the same demand: the identifi cation of  the criteria to harmo-
nise the nomenclatures of  the countries in order to attain a common 
denominator. In the case of  Kume, the report arrived too late for the 
Argentine negotiators: ‘By the time Kume had fi nished this study . . . the 
decision-making process was already over. The delay was terrible . . . We 
did have a close relationship with him; in fact, he attended the meet-
ings held between the four governments, and was a keen supporter of  
Mercosur; he provided negotiators with regular reports. Nevertheless, 
the fi nal document could not be taken as input for the fi nal policy 
decision since it arrived once this had already been agreed on. I then 
took it to the library, and I think the report turned out to be useful to 
me, but only later on.’18 In addition, the usefulness of  Kume’s report 
was only relative, at least regarding the elaboration of  the positions of  
the national negotiators, since it focussed mainly on the distributive 
struggle in which each country would try its best to assure the survival 
of  the most sensitive sectors: ‘These surveys and reports were helpful 
not for making decisions, but rather in terms of  the advice they pro-
vided governments, for instance, during the CET negotiations, which 
entailed settling a common tariff  for over 9,000 positions for the more 
than 90 chapters of  the nomenclator . . . Some reports were elaborated, 
and then we analysed which products could be raised or lowered . . . In 
addition, when we had to negotiate within the SGT on trade issues, 
we really needed to know what they were asking for, but at the same 
time we had to move toward the dismantling of  the tariff  barriers, so 
we needed to be informed of  what we should ask for, what we should 

18 Interview with Argentine GMC negotiator.
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not demand, where we could push further, where we could yield our 
positions, and what problems could then come up.’19

In the case of  Berlinski’s report, its utility was limited to provid-
ing arguments to the negotiators of  the Ministry of  Foreign Affairs 
given that the technical issue was still centralised at the Ministry of  
Economy. Berlinksi did not have the chance to work directly with the 
negotiators, who had the latest and most accurate information. Instead, 
his study was only a laboratory experiment. Another challenge was 
the lack of  continuity in time, which limited its utility to an exclusive 
issue of  political legitimacy, as indicated by one interviewee: ‘I think 
negotiations are a process, along which papers are irrelevant. Papers 
and documents can provide ideas and advice, but the consultant should 
somehow participate along this whole negotiating process. However, 
this is never the case, or at least this was not my experience. I may be 
partly guilty for this since I fi nd politicians boring. I believe that they 
are not interested in showing all what they know to us [the academics]. 
Assuring continuity is what really matters. But in real terms, nobody 
is interested in establishing a certain amount of  tariffs because this is 
a quite complicated task, so a particular case is just taken, and in the 
end, it turns out to be useless.’20

The other studies and reports, together with the consultancy jobs that 
were appointed by the government between 1991 and 1994, were not 
intended to contribute to the defi nition of  the CET, but to promote the 
public debate in favour of  a process of  deep integration with Brazil. The 
initiative came from the Ministry of  Foreign Affairs, and mainly from 
Alieto Guadagni, who relied on international research centres, think 
tanks, and fi nancing provided by the UNDP and the IADB either to 
appoint or to put ministerial positions out to tender.21 Different research 
centres, representing a wide variety of  ideological assumptions, were 
chosen, according to their expertise in the different negotiating issues: 
CEMA, FIEL, UTDT, and Facultad Latinoamericana de Ciencias Soci-
ales (FLACSO-Argentina). There was thus a clear division of  labour: 
‘[Osvaldo] Schenone, from Fundación Mediterránea, was appointed 
to work on the establishment of  a regional market of  capital goods; 

19 Interview with researcher, Centro de Estudios para el Cambio Estructural 
(CECE).

20 Interview with academic, UTDT.
21 Guadagni was undersecretary of  international relations, Ministry of  Foreign Affairs 

(1991–96), and secretary of  industry, Ministry of  Economy (1996–98).
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academics from FIEL were asked to analyse labour asymmetries and 
the tariff  system of  public services, while ECLAC specialists would have 
to focus on issues of  macroeconomic coordination.’22

Guadagni intended to summon political will to promote Mercosur 
and constitute a solid critique in terms of  the confrontation he had with 
the Ministry of  Economy, now headed by Cavallo. This was expressed 
by one of  the public offi cials involved in the process, as follows: ‘There 
was certain inertia—especially in terms of  the proposed opening within 
Mercosur—in some sectors of  the Ministry of  Foreign Affairs, who were 
suspicious of  Brazil and clearly preferred an agreement with the U.S. 
What we did was to take the agreement signed by Alfonsín and Sarney 
and extend it. There were confl icts, and quite important ones (within 
the Cabinet itself ), that were never made public. I would now like to tell 
you an anecdote. Before the ratifi cation of  the Treaty of  Ouro Preto, 
[Fernando Henrique] Cardoso—who had just been elected president 
of  Brazil—made his fi rst offi cial visit to Argentina. During this visit, a 
meeting was organized in Olivos [presidential residence]. The minister 
of  economy, who was also late for this bilateral meeting, proposed an 
integration arrangement different from that of  Mercosur. Those present 
made no comments on this proposal until the following meeting, where 
Cardoso was told that such a scheme was not valid at all.’23

Cavallo was not interested in deepening Mercosur. Instead he 
leaned toward the establishment of  a free trade zone with Brazil. The 
underlying reason for this was that the entrance of  Argentina into a 
customs union would diminish autonomy in the handling of  the trade 
policy given that the fi nal aim was to establish a common tariff. In 
turn, this limitation would also affect the external trade policy, which, 
in the context of  the economic plan known as the Convertibility Plan 
launched in 1991, was the only economic fi eld where policy could be 
implemented. On the other hand, Cavallo’s increasing power over 
national politics, which was based on the initial success of  the Con-
vertibility Plan, turned out to be a positive signal for private sectors, 
revealing that the Treaty of  Ouro Preto was not mature enough and 
would most likely not be signed.

22 Interview with former national director of  industry, Ministry of  Economy.
23 Interview with former undersecretary of  international relations, Ministry of  

Foreign Affairs. 
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Utilisation in Decisions

With regard to the analysis of  the various research studies and the 
different channels opened to promote the knowledge–policy makers 
articulation, it is clear that in terms of  technical applicability, the studies 
that offered the greatest utility were the ones performed by the experts 
and academics from the Ministry of  Economy and the UBA. This 
team, unlike the others, relied on an interesting virtue: its capacity to 
respond to the demands and requirements of  the national negotiators 
in the regional arena in due time and proper form.

However, these reports were based on the technical conception of  the 
experts and economists who did not have access to the medium- and 
long-term priorities established by those politically responsible for the 
negotiation process. Consequently they were dismissed when the need 
to make a political decision was fi nally imposed at the domestic level, 
mainly as a result of  increasing Brazilian pressures.

Indeed, Argentina and Brazil had different and opposing positions 
in terms of  the agricultural, capital goods, and computer and telecom-
munications sectors, which were certainly diffi cult to solve.24 Moreover, 
negotiations came to a halt when Cavallo decided to promote a closer 
relationship with the United States and revealed his intention of  boost-
ing a free trade agreement with it. Thus the position of  the Argentine 
negotiators and experts within the GMC became blurred. By the mid 
1993, it was evident that the schedule settled by the Treaty of  Asunción 
regarding the establishment of  the CET—by 1 January 1995—could not 
be fulfi lled. Even if  the process of  harmonisation had already reached 
95 percent of  the whole tariff  universe, there were still crucial debates 
to be solved. It was in this context that Brazil decided to assume the 
leadership in the debate both in political and operative terms.

24 In terms of  the agriculture sector, Brazil intended to establish low nominal rates, 
an idea that Argentina refused since it feared that the establishment of  lower tariffs 
for products such as powder milk, wheat, meat, or rice would hinder the entrance of  
Argentine products to the Brazilian market when competing with the subsidised prices 
of  third countries. In the case of  capital goods, Argentina wanted to place this sector 
in one of  the lowest levels of  protection since this would allow upgrading equipment 
and processing and product technologies through the acquisition of  less expensive 
equipment and technology in the international market. However, Brazil rejected the 
proposal. Furthermore, and as far as computer and telecommunications goods were 
concerned, Brazil was determined to establish high tariffs, remaining thus as the exclu-
sive supplier in the region (Giorgi 2003).
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In political terms, Brazil held meetings with the highest ranked offi -
cials of  the Argentine government and explicitly rejected the latter’s 
proposal to call off  the establishment of  a customs union and limit 
integration to a free trade area. Moreover, Brazil posed a serious threat: 
the removal of  Argentina’s preferential access to the Brazilian market, 
especially for wheat and cars, the only sectors where exports were 
then growing. With this in mind, and given that the United States no 
longer seemed interested in the idea of  signing a free trade agreement, 
Argentine president Carlos Menem declared his fi rm decision to fulfi l 
the commitments previously assumed in Asunción and create a customs 
union within Mercosur.

At the operative level, Brazil managed to impose its own tariff  scheme 
because there was no major resistance from Paraguay and Uruguay. 
The CET was ‘escalated’—meaning that tariffs increased with the 
added value of  the products, with higher rates for fi nished goods—and 
the average tariff  was settled at between 0 and 20 percent, protecting 
those industrial sectors in which Brazil was the only regional provider. 
Nevertheless, this tariff  structure included some fl exibility as shown by 
the four lists of  exceptions included in the Ouro Preto Protocol. In 
exchange for the signature of  this protocol, Argentina obtained what 
was called the Régimen de Adecuación Final a la Unión Aduanera 
(Final Adjustment Regime to the Customs Union [RAFUA]), which 
established an extra time period—a unique and maximum closing date 
of  four years—granted to specifi c sectors for conducting a reform that 
would allow them to become competitive and survive in the new context: 
they could keep the national tariffs within the intra-zone trade, but these 
would have to disappear gradually and automatically by 1999.25

The domestic distribution of  these exceptions did not rely on the 
knowledge and research works already performed, but on the traditional 
lobby practices deployed by the private sector. Fearing that the launch 
of  the CET would lead to the disappearance of  some business sectors 
or the loss of  the acquired preferences during the previous intra-Mer-
cosur liberalisation phase, private lobbies now demanded protection 
from the national government. The only business sectors to become 

25 Thus, while fi rst list of  exceptions included those products already under the 
RAFUA, the second one comprised the national lists of  specifi c exceptions to the 
customs union. Both the third and fourth lists were sectoral lists including capital 
goods and computer and telecommunications goods, where Brazil, under the request 
of  Argentina, committed itself  to the reduction of  rates before 2006.
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involved in this process were those that knew this dynamic because 
of  previous negotiations or those that represented the most powerful 
economic sectors, given either their veto power—as in the case of  the 
iron and steel and automotive sectors—or lobby power—as in the case 
of  the textiles, sugar, and paper sectors.26

Impact Evaluation: An Initial Comparative Analysis

The following section compares both episodes of  policy change. With 
regard to the agenda-setting process, they share a similar paradigm, 
which is clearly based on the idea promoted by international fi nancial 
institutions—especially the World Bank—that portray trade liberalisa-
tion policies undertaken as a change of  paradigm as being the unique 
possible solution to fi nancial and economic crisis, and to growth prob-
lems as well. Promoted by the global epistemic community, this vision 
found support at the domestic level: the economic and political elites 
were deeply convinced of  the need of  reform. However, the strategies 
designed and implemented by the fi rst two democratic governments—
the Radical administration led by Alfonsín and the other, led by Menem 
from the Peronist Party—would show important differences.

The administration headed by Raúl Alfonsín followed the reform 
path proposed by the World Bank, but only partially. This government’s 
innovation was evident in the promotion of  a trade liberalisation process 
based on bilateral negotiations and tariff  preferences, precisely when 
at the global level unilateral liberalisation was actively promoted in 
order to deepen multilateralism. Thus the negotiations initiated with 
Brazil would be structured around a set of  sectoral agreements, which 
followed a clear logic of  productive complementarity. On the contrary, 
the following administration strictly followed the structural adjustment 
programme more explicitly involved with deregulation, privatisation, 
and trade liberalisation, including tariff  reduction and the elimination of  
subsidies. These actions formed the Washington consensus, proclaimed 
by the international fi nancial institutions—namely, the World Bank 

26 Argentina included 221 products under this regime, basically those regarding the 
steel and iron sectors, footwear, and paper, all of  which still continue to be exempted. 
The textile sector constitutes a paradoxical case: apart from including this sector in 
the RAFUA and creating a special committee aimed at elaborating a proposal for 
an intra-zone regulatory policy, the member states agreed on exempting it from the 
customs union as well.
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and the IMF. Nevertheless, in following these policy recommendations 
regarding an unrestricted opening of  the economy at all levels—unilat-
eral, regional, and multilateral—there was still room to manoeuvre and, 
in the case of  Argentina, this opening was carried out with a foreign 
exchange rate that evolved increasingly eroding competitiveness. At the 
regional level, the logic of  the integration process with Brazil changed 
dramatically. Negotiations with Brazil, and with Paraguay and Uruguay 
in order to create Mercosur, were aimed only at attaining a free trade 
zone and a zero tariff  within fi ve years. The proposal of  creating a cus-
toms union would be brought about by the larger partners of  Argentina 
and Brazil, which clearly needed to establish a lock-in mechanism for 
the trade liberalisation already achieved and to resist the pressures of  
protectionist sectors interested in reversing the process.

The question that arises is whether this similarity led to a similar 
paradigm in terms of  the nexus between research and policy making, 
as shown by the three conditions already mentioned: research, articula-
tion, and utilisation.

When analysing the academic research that infl uenced the design 
of  these strategies, both experiences exhibit large similarities. In both 
cases, governments were faced with new challenges, and they also 
lacked the basic expertise and information required to implement the 
required transformations effectively. Governments resorted to academic 
knowledge in order to gather further information and data regarding 
the policy change and its instrumentation. Thus regional and global 
epistemic communities had a key role in defi ning the main content 
of  the fi nal decisions involved in both instances, although there were 
essential differences in terms of  ideas: those of  the ECLAC vis-à-vis 
those of  the World Bank.

As far as the CGP is concerned, the academia played a leading role 
in two different stages of  the process. During the defi nition phase, when 
the strategy aimed at promoting sectoral integration was defi ned and 
designed, previous knowledge provided by decision makers outside the 
political parties, in both the ministries of  economy and foreign affairs, 
was fundamental. Later on, the government appointed an academic 
as an ad hoc working group for the implementation of  the strategy, 
basically to collect essential statistical data on the sectors under nego-
tiation and to produce the fi nal lists the Argentine government would 
present to its partner.

On the contrary, during the negotiation of  the CET, academic 
research was restricted to designing the instrument. Even when the 
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Treaty of  Asunción made no reference to the CET or the sectoral poli-
cies that should be coordinated between the partners, the governments’ 
decision left little margin to manoeuvre. In fact, the trade liberalisation 
process had already been established and this was already out of  the 
agenda under discussion. Thus the only window of  opportunity for 
the participation of  academia was given by the design and defi nition 
of  the fi nal instrument to be implemented: the CET. Nevertheless, in 
this case, academic research was more vast in terms of  the studies, 
reports, and documents produced. Academics appointed either by the 
government or by private actors, devoted themselves to two differ-
ent kinds of  research. A fi rst included technical reports, produced by 
public offi cials and in-house technicians, or by specialists appointed by 
the government, who were to collect the basic statistical data needed 
to construct the tariff  nomenclature and to defi ne the tariff  levels. In 
addition, some business sectors, such as the CIQyP, advanced with 
the production of  their own reports. The second kind of  documents 
and studies, focussed mainly on the argumentation and legitimisation 
of  the national positions before the public opinion, proposed different 
and more convenient negotiating scenarios for Argentina. These docu-
ments and studies were required by the government and carried out 
by private think tanks using international funding.

Differences emerge in terms of  the articulation between research-
ers and policy makers. The CGP was the result of  the joint work of  
researchers and policy makers, who shared and intertwined different 
types of  knowledge and made political decisions. The fi nal list includ-
ing the capital goods industries and sectors to be liberalised could thus 
easily be implemented regarding both the technical aspects and the 
political support at stake. In addition, this group managed to present 
its fi nal report before the deadline established by Argentina and Brazil. 
In the case of  the CET, research results were fi nally communicated 
once the negotiations were over, and in a language that was not only 
inaccessible to negotiators but also of  slight utility. Most of  these docu-
ments and studies had been commissioned from academics who had 
no liaison with the negotiators and therefore ignored their day-to-day 
requirements. Only one of  the reports was an exception to the rule: 
the document prepared by the negotiators within the different SGTs, 
relying on the technical and professional assistance provided by the UBA 
academics. This turned out to be extremely technical research, where 
the negotiators defi ned their needs and requirements while academ-
ics concentrated on collecting statistical data. Nevertheless, unlike the 
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negotiation of  the PICE, those in charge of  this report did not receive 
the necessary social and political support in order to use the data and 
information that had been collected.

Finally, the last of  the conditions that can determine the infl uence 
of  academic knowledge on the decision-making process is the political 
will of  the decision makers and their determination to make use of  it. 
There are very sharp contrasts in this respect between both episodes. In 
terms of  the CGP, the fi nal list compiled by the appointed researcher 
was the unique element that the Argentine government took to the 
negotiating table with Brazil. Sectoral accords would thus advance 
only in those industries or sectors where there was reliable information 
regarding the benefi ts of  integration, while those sectors where there 
was no empirical evidence and where consensus building among the 
stakeholders did not work were removed from the fi nal list. During 
the fi nal negotiation of  the CET, the policy recommendations were 
put forward through the empirical analyses that had been previously 
developed but were not taken to the discussions with Brazil. Certainly, 
this turned out to be a rather atypical negotiation, whose results were 
determined by the timing and pressure exercised by the main commer-
cial partner—Brazil—given the lack of  both defi nition and interagency 
coordination on the part of  Argentina. Out of  the three proposals that 
were specifi cally commissioned at the national level, the only one that 
fi nally exercised some infl uence in the bilateral negotiations was the 
joint document prepared by the chambers of  the chemical and petro-
chemical industries of  Argentina and Brazil; it was then presented 
to both national governments and to the regional authorities as well. 
Mercosur authorities accepted the inclusion of  such document in the 
fi nal agreement, with only some slight modifi cations.

Having compared both episodes in terms of  the production of  aca-
demic knowledge, its articulation within the decision-making process, 
and its use, this analysis now delves into the factors that promoted the 
production of  knowledge in both cases and its articulation and use in 
the case of  the CGP and of  the CET proposal by the chemical and 
petrochemical sector.

The academic research was strongly boosted by the lack of  experi-
ence of  decision makers in the new problematic issues and questions, 
along with scarcity of  the information needed to respond to them. This 
was precisely the case in terms of  the paradigmatic change within the 
development model experienced in Argentina since the mid 1980s. 
This issue was new not only for public offi cials but also for the private 
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sector involved in decision making. It should be noted that these were 
the fi rst steps promoted by a democratic government after years of  
military dictatorship. Even in the case of  previous trade liberalisation 
processes—for example, the negotiation of  tariff  preferences within 
LAIA during the 1970s—the military coup would then disarticulate 
these networks by breaking the constitutional order and replacing public 
offi cials and cabinets. The only sectors that were involved in this learn-
ing process were those related to the most concentrated sectors of  the 
economy and that also experienced a large economic growth during 
the military regime—such as the steel and iron industry, or the auto-
motive and petrochemical sectors. However, these were not involved in 
the formulation or implementation of  the CGP, which was confi ned to 
smaller sectors and industries. In fact, an element that accounts for the 
infl uence of  academics vis-à-vis other actors involved in the decisional 
process refers to the relative poor capacity or ability of  the latter to 
respond or produce alternative strategies; this compares the infl uence of  
academics within the decision-making process, which was greater than 
those of  other sectors also involved in the process. Indeed, the capital 
goods industry is not a concentrated sector in Argentina. Unlike other 
sectors showing great political leverage—such as the aforementioned 
industries—it is highly disarticulated and does not have a strong and 
clear labour organisation. This allowed the executive branch to design 
and implement the sectoral opening without consulting with the actors 
involved.

Later on, the CET negotiations would make this knowledge demand 
even more pressing given the lack of  interministerial coordination and 
the different approaches to integration promoted by the ministries of  
economy and foreign affairs. While the latter promoted a deep integra-
tion scheme with Brazil, the former pushed for the establishment of  a 
free trade area with the United States and other developed countries. 
In order to legitimate their own positions, each ministry and its public 
offi cials in charge would appoint the elaboration of  research works and 
surveys in an ad hoc manner. In turn, this knowledge demand would 
be extended to business actors, such as the chemical and petrochemical 
sector, which assessed the need for elaborating its own sectoral proposal. 
From 1991 to 1993, the struggle between both ministries facilitated 
the proliferation of  different studies and reports, although it did not 
promote the joint and effective work of  academics and negotiators in 
the implementation phase. Unlike previous experiences in trade policy 
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formulation in Argentina, most of  the private sector was not involved 
in the elaboration of  the CET, which in turn allowed for this to be 
the result of  technical studies based on empirical evidence, at least in 
terms of  the Argentine negotiating team. However, the absence of  a 
clear leadership and coordination among ministries and public agen-
cies also accounted for the lack of  utilisation of  the research results by 
policy makers during the implementation phase.

In the analysis of  the second dimension, that of  articulation, these 
three successful cases—the CGP and the CET proposal presented by 
the public offi cials within the Ministry of  Economy, and the document 
elaborated by the private sector as represented by the CIQyP—clearly 
demonstrate that the ex ante articulation between decision makers and 
academics constitutes a key factor to guarantee that the information 
produced will be presented in due time and form.

Finally, both the CGP experience and the CIQyP proposal show that 
the use of  knowledge depends on two conditions: interagency coordi-
nation and a common and unifi ed vision, as well as the inclusion of  
non-governmental sectors, basically private actors. The policy-research 
articulation was possible in both cases because the proposed solutions 
left uncovered, for different reasons, deep distributive struggles between 
the sectors involved: in the fi rst case, because the CGP was based on 
positive lists and, in the second experience, because losers and winners 
had been previously decided upon within the sector itself.

The comparative analysis on the nature of  the policy-research 
relationship in both episodes of  policy change brings to the forefront 
three initial conclusions. First, in temporal terms, the relative weight 
and incidence of  the academia diminished as the novelty of  the issue 
wore off  and negotiating experience accumulated both in the public 
and private sectors. In effect, although academic knowledge was the 
only source in the elaboration of  the CGP, 10 years later other types of  
knowledge and information were added to the negotiations of  the CET, 
which were provided not only by the Ministry of  Economy but also 
by think tanks and different productive sectors. Second, in both cases, 
academic contributions to the decisional processes played a legitimising 
role. The fi nal aim of  the research-policy relationship established was to 
justify the government’s negotiation position and discourse. Finally, and 
regarding the issues at stake, the incidence of  academic knowledge had 
more possibilities of  achieving success—use—in those areas where the 
distributional impact of  the policies were almost inexistent—voice—or 
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where those sectors whose interests would be seriously damaged by the 
implementation of  a specifi c policy did not have veto power—exit.27 In 
the opposite case, the voice of  academia and the role played by studies 
based on empirical evidence were neutralised by sectoral lobbies, which 
relied either on their traditional veto power or on technical expertise 
to defend their sectoral interests. This contrast became evident during 
the negotiation of  the CET. While the project of  establishing a cus-
toms union remained an ideal rather than a concrete policy, experts 
and academics worked in isolation. However, when the political will to 
promote a customs union was clearly defi ned, the strength and infl u-
ence of  private lobbies would obscure all empirical evidence. Table 4–1 
offers a synthesis of  these main fi ndings.

Final Considerations

The empirical evidence presented along this chapter refers to two epi-
sodes of  policy change in the process of  trade liberalisation launched 
by Argentina in which there was an important production of  local 
knowledge. The fi rst episode (1986–89) was a process of  gradual change, 
when trade liberalisation would be promoted through a strategy of  
selective sectoral and productive integration with Brazil. The second 
episode (1991–95) refers to the liberalisation and integration process 
initiated among the Southern Cone countries—Argentina, Brazil, 
Paraguay, and Uruguay—that led to the establishment of  a common 
market: Mercosur.

Both processes also differ in terms of  the type of  policy change. While 
the CGP can be categorised as a failed case of  conceptual change—
intended to promote gradual shifts in policy makers’ knowledge and 
understanding of  liberalisation through regional integration—the CET 
negotiations, on the contrary, can be defi ned as a process of  incremental 
change, where transformations were brought about by means of  micro-
level decisions. In contrast, the negotiation of  the PICE and the CGP 
involved a macro-level decision, where policy makers rejected the World 
Bank’s proposal, which suggested unilateral and universal deregulation 
and used local knowledge to design an alternative—regional and par-
tial—way for trade liberalisation.

27 The concepts of  voice and exit are being used in terms of  A.O. Hirschman 
(1970; 1976).



 the case of argentine research 117

Even if  both episodes are consecutive and took place within the frame-
work of  the structural reforms promoted by the World Bank in Argen-
tina since 1987, each case opens up different windows of  opportunity 
for the academic research. In both cases, the utility of  that research in 
the policy process showed important variations not only in terms of  
concrete use but also in terms of  the exact moment when the research 
was applied and thus in terms of  its impact on policy.

Table 4–1: A Comparative Glance at the Common Goods Protocol and the 
Common External Tariff

Capital Goods Protocol
(1986–89)

Common External Tariff
(1991–95)

Context Trade liberalisation as 
part of  the structural 
adjustment programme

Trade liberalisation as a 
key pillar of  the structural 
reform programme

External Inspiration European experience 
and the expertise of  the 
Economic Commission 
for Latin America and 
the Caribbean in capital 
goods sector

Structural reforms 
promoted by World 
Bank and International 
Monetary Fund

Local Knowledge 
Production
(Type of  Evidence)

Basic data on 
capital goods sector 
and opportunities 
for industrial 
complementarity 
between countries

Impact scenarios analysis 
(deep integration or 
free trade agreements) 
and technical tools for 
the implementation of  
common external tariff  
(as regional basic data)

Knowledge-Policy 
Articulation

Academic experts hired 
by Ministry of  Economy

Papers commissioned 
from think tanks; 
technical studies done 
within the Ministry of  
Economy

Policy Use Evidence used to defi ne 
technical tools and to 
inform small private 
sectors on the windows 
of  opportunity

Impact scenario analyses 
used by the ministries 
of  economy and foreign 
affairs to legitimate and 
persuade (competing and 
overlapping views on the 
integration model to be 
pursued)
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In the fi rst case, research provided ideas, exposed previous experience, 
and offered the data needed to defi ne the scope of  the sectoral integra-
tion process, the defi nition of  the strategy, and the fi nal mechanisms and 
instruments for its implementation. However, local knowledge was not 
the result of  research programmes developed as needed; in fact, it was 
the ‘personal capital’ of  the academics who joined the working team 
of  public offi cials and decision makers who would then be in charge 
of  putting that research into practice. The ideas provided by foreign 
epistemic communities were also part of  this process; in this case, these 
ideas were drawn from the personal experience of  these academics 
who had been part of  the ECLAC during the 1960s and ’70s, which 
contrasted sharply with the hegemonic ideas of  the World Bank.

On the contrary, in the second episode, academic research offered 
important inputs for implementing the liberalisation process. In this case, 
research was abundant and provided by different actors, and it was also 
intended to fulfi l various objectives. The technicians and experts from 
the Ministry of  Economy would collect and systematise the necessary 
data for the fi nal defi nition of  the CET within the ongoing regional 
negotiations, but a second group of  studies was commissioned by the 
ministries of  economy and foreign affairs. Several external consultants, 
coming from different universities and think tanks, were then appointed 
to support the opposing ideological positions held by each of  these 
ministries on whether to deepen the integration process with Brazil. 
Several regional organisations, such as the IADB, were also part of  
this ideological debate. In addition, business chambers with regional 
presence, such as the CIQyP, also provided important knowledge of  
the conditions and requirements of  their sector in the new regional 
scenario. However, in these different cases, with the only exception of  
the technicians, research was intended to provide justifi cation for the 
ideological positions held or to give way to certain lobbies.

Both episodes contrast sharply in terms of  the impact local knowledge 
on the decision-making process. Also, both the PICE and the CGP can 
be characterised as a successful articulation process, promoted mainly 
by the government, which intended to build an alternative strategy to 
the one proposed by the World Bank. This allowed the government 
fi nally to be able to articulate a sectoral integration scheme. However, 
in both cases results would be weak given the strong opposition com-
ing from the most concentrated private groups. In other words, even 
if  there was a strong liaison during the academic research phase, this 
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could not be utilised as sectoral interests would prevail over research 
evidence. 

In the case of  the CET, on the contrary, academic research, even if  
larger in number, had no impact on the decision-making process because 
the fi nal decision regarding the CET was determined by the external 
pressures coming from Brazil, the hegemon within MERCOSUR. 
Brazil’s strength relied not only on its economic pre-eminence but also 
on the internal divisions and rivalries within Menem’s administration 
in Argentina. The only exception was then given by the private sector, 
which lobbied at the regional and national levels and fi nally achieved 
the required protection mechanism to assure its competitiveness in 
foreign markets.

By providing a comparative analysis of  two different episodes of  
policy change, this chapter has highlighted the idea of  infl uence as 
a complex process where the impact of  knowledge on decisions can 
assume various forms and scope. Moreover, it is clear that the mere 
existence of  knowledge regarding a certain issue does not constitute 
a necessary condition for its effi cacy. In fact, the articulation between 
the different stakeholders and the political will to make use of  it by the 
decision makers constitutes a key element. In this sense, expectations of  
academic incidence on trade policy should be cautious. Unlike other 
issues, trade policy is still strongly determined by two types of  actors: 
external and private domestic actors.
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CHAPTER FIVE

THE ADOPTION OF THE COMMON EXTERNAL 
TARIFF IN NIGERIA

Kehinde Ajayi1 and Philip Osafo-Kwaako

The links between research and policy have been the subject of  recent 
investigations in the literature on development policy. Although the 
research-policy linkage was previously viewed as a linear process (with 
research being directly translated into policy), there is now widespread 
evidence that various other social and institutional factors may inter-
vene in the policy-making process. In most developing countries, policy 
formulation occurs in a contested fi eld, where political agents, private 
sector lobbies, civil society institutions, donor agencies, and research-
ers all seek to infl uence outcomes. This chapter analyses a particular 
instance of  trade policy reform in Nigeria and assesses the role played 
by research outputs in the policy-making process.

In October 2005, Nigeria joined other members of  the Economic 
Community of  West African States (ECOWAS) in adopting a common 
external tariff  (CET). ECOWAS comprises 15 member states, eight 
of  which belong to a separate regional grouping—the West African 
Economic and Monetary Union (WAEMU)—composed primarily of  
states in francophone West Africa. For ECOWAS members not part of  
the WAEMU, the adoption of  the CET was necessary to support the 
goal of  deep economic integration throughout the West Africa. The 
CET is intended to serve as the most-favoured nation (MFN) tariff  that 
ECOWAS member states can apply to third countries and also to non-
preferential products traded within the ECOWAS region. It proposes 
a four-band tariff  structured as follows: 0 percent (for products with 
social signifi cance, such as medicines), 5 percent (for necessities and 
raw materials), 10 percent (for intermediate goods), and 20 percent (for 
fi nished consumer goods). This chapter examines Nigeria’s adoption 

1 With grateful acknowledgement of  support from a Fulbright Fellowship and the 
Department of  Economics at the University of  Ibadan.
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of  the CET and assesses the role played by research outputs in this 
instance of  trade policy reform.

Although ECOWAS countries initially agreed to liberalise intra-
regional trade by 2000, progress was slow. Nigeria’s participation in 
tariff  harmonisation was, however, important in advancing any regional 
integration efforts: Nigeria accounts for about half  of  total gross 
domestic product (GDP) of  the ECOWAS region, with an economy 
that ranks second (in GDP terms) only to South Africa in sub-Saharan 
Africa (World Bank 2006). Consequently, Nigeria’s 2005 adoption of  
the CET marked an important milestone in the process of  deepening 
economic integration in the region and provided an interesting episode 
of  policy change for investigation.

The primary area of  investigation for this chapter was to understand 
the production of  knowledge on trade policy issues and the channels 
through which such knowledge was disseminated to infl uence the 
policy-making community during the process of  CET adoption. It 
was important to assess the nature of  research input (theoretical versus 
applied), the authors of  the research exercise (academics or consultants; 
local versus foreign), and how the research was fi nally utilised in recipi-
ent government departments or agencies. The methodology employed 
direct interviews with academics as well as policy makers in Nigeria, 
which provided a broad understanding of  the nature of  research utili-
sation in trade policy formulation. The investigation also assessed the 
political context of  tariff  reform as well as the role of  various other 
stakeholders in the process. In this regard, it adopted a ‘tracer study’ 
approach, in which an episode of  policy change was reviewed and the 
web of  interacting factors (including research) that caused the policy 
reform subsequently examined (Court et al. 2005).

The broad conclusion of  this chapter is that research played a rather 
limited role in infl uencing the CET adoption process. Some CET studies 
were used directly by an elite policy-making group, and also indirectly 
infl uenced the activities of  other government bureaucrats. However, 
there was weak research utilisation during this particular instance of  
policy reform, and the chapter concludes with a number of  suggestions 
for strengthening the research-policy linkages in Nigeria. The remainder 
of  this chapter is structured as follows: the second section outlines the 
context of  trade policy formulation in Nigeria, focussing on the role 
played by major domestic stakeholders; the third section surveys the 
evidence available to policy makers from various sources throughout 
the process of  reform; the fourth section briefl y evaluates the policy 
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networks and links between the research and policy communities that 
provided channels for knowledge uptake; the fi fth section synthesises 
the information presented in preceding sections to construct an account 
of  Nigeria’s adoption of  the CET and the role played by research in 
this process; and the sixth section summarises the investigation’s main 
fi ndings.

The Context of  Trade Policy Formulation

In order to investigate the role of  research in trade policy formulation, 
it is important to review the existing context in which trade policies are 
developed in Nigeria and the web of  factors that shape the trade policy 
environment. Various actors and institutional structures interact in the 
process of  trade policy formulation. A history of  weak institutional 
capacity in Nigeria’s public administration has signifi cantly weakened 
the scope for effective trade policy making, resulting in the adoption of  
ad hoc trade policy measures, often supported by vested interest groups 
with close links to the ruling state elite. Adoption of  the CET therefore 
provided an opportunity for Nigeria’s Tariff  Technical Committee to 
streamline the country’s external tariffs and to ensure that the tariff  
regime was simplifi ed, transparent, and predictable.

The 1999 Nigerian Constitution provides for a presidential system 
of  government composed of  an executive, a legislature, and a judiciary, 
with three tiers of  government (at the federal, state, and local govern-
ment levels). The president, vice-president, and appointed ministers 
constitute the Federal Executive Council, which is chaired by the 
president. In general, the council is responsible for the formulation 
and implementation of  policies and programmes for the federation. 
The legislative arm of  the federal government is composed of  the 
bicameral National Assembly, with an upper house (the Senate) and a 
lower house (the House of  Representatives). New policies and bills are 
designed and proposed by the executive branch of  government with 
the assistance of  the formal civil service bureaucracy. Ratifi cation of  
policies, including international treaties, is, however, conducted by the 
National Assembly.

Regarding trade policy, the actual negotiation and formulation of  
policy are conducted by the Federal Ministry of  Commerce, with 
support from the Federal Ministry of  Finance, the Federal Ministry 
of  Cooperation and Integration in Africa, and the National Planning 
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Commission (NPC). The ministry of  fi nance oversees the setting and 
administration of  taxes and duties, whereas the NPC ensures compat-
ibility of  new trade treaties with existing national development plans. In 
addition, the Nigerian government utilises a broad range of  trade policy 
measures and instruments, including a duty drawback scheme, export 
credits, and export processing zone policies. Effective coordination of  
the various trade-related agencies rests with the Trade Policy Advisory 
Council, which is convened by the ministry of  commerce.2

To facilitate dialogue with other stakeholders, the ministry of  com-
merce also convenes the National Focal Point on Multilateral Trading 
Matters, which provides a forum for consultation and dialogue on trade 
issues with other non-state actors. Private sector business coalitions 
remain the dominant non-state stakeholders in Nigeria’s trade policy 
environment, with an increasing participation from civil society and a 
somewhat limited presence of  the academic and research communities. 
The minister of  fi nance also chairs the Tariff  Technical Committee, 
which oversees issues related to tariff  revisions. The Tariff  Technical 
Committee is composed of  various stakeholders drawn from govern-
ment as well as other private sector institutions. Figure 1 summarises 
the formal process of  trade policy formulation that is to be expected.

In practice, the formulation of  trade policy occurs differently. Fol-
lowing decades of  poor economic management under military rule, 
Nigeria’s public administration capacity had been signifi cantly weak-
ened. The capacity of  the civil service to generate and implement 
evidence-based policies deteriorated, resulting in the adoption of  
ad hoc measures as instituted by a ruling political elite and other vested 
interest groups with strong political ties. For trade policy, the result was 
the development of  a policy environment and tariff  regime that was 
largely unpredictable, complex, and opaque.

The organised private sector (OPS) serves as the major coalition 
in infl uencing the national trade policies. The OPS includes various 
private sector institutions such as the Manufacturers Association of  

2 Among members of  the Trade Policy Advisory Council are institutions such as the 
Nigerian Customs Service, the Nigeria Port Authority, the Nigerian Export Promotion 
Council, the Nigerian Export and Import Bank, the Nigeria Export Processing Zones 
Authority, the Nigerian Investment Promotion Council, the Nigeria Tourism Devel-
opment Council, the Nigeria Bureau for Public Enterprises, the Nigerian National 
Petroleum Council, the National Food and Drug Administration and Control, and the 
Standards Organization of  Nigeria. 
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Source: Tim Ruffer, Val Imber, and Jibrin Ibrahim (2004).

Figure 1: The Formal Trade Policy-Making Process in Nigeria
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Nigeria (MAN), the National Association of  the Chambers of  Com-
merce, Industry, Mines, and Agriculture (NACCIMA), the National 
Association of  Small Scale Industrialists (NASSI), the Association of  
Nigerian Exporters, and banking institutions and other professional 
associations. The views of  the OPS are often articulated in various fora, 
particularly through public workshops as well as in the local news media. 
Other civil society institutions such as non-governmental organisations 
(NGOs), faith-based institutions, and consumer advocacy groups as well 
as the Nigerian Labour Congress (NLC) are only recently emerging as 
contributors to the trade policy dialogue in Nigeria.

Although defending different constituencies, both the OPS and 
civil society tend to coalesce around common positions opposed to 
trade liberalisation. Recently, various domestic civil society organisa-
tions including the OPS have formed a coalition, termed the Nigerian 
Trade Network (NTN), to engage the government in dialogue on 
trade policy issues. The OPS remains the more vocal stakeholder and 
is often interested in defending commercial interests of  its constituents 
by extensive lobbying of  various government offi ces and the presidency. 
For the private sector, there remains an entrenched interest in ensuring 
extended periods of  high tariffs to protect their private manufacturing 
and commercial interests. Civil society institutions, in contrast, aim at 
serving as advocates for ordinary Nigerians, particularly the majority of  
the poor in both urban and rural areas. Civil society institutions tend 
to support similar restrictive trade regimes, owing to a deep-rooted 
mistrust of  neo-liberal policies, which are often viewed as being imposed 
on Nigeria by international fi nancial institutions.

In a sense, the utilisation of  political authority to support clientelist 
networks refl ects Nicolas van de Walle’s (2001) theoretical description 
of  the African state as often being ‘neo-patrimonial’. Although a neo-
patrimonial state may have features of  a Weberian rational-legal system 
(for example, with a modern bureaucracy, a formal legal system, and a 
distinction between the private and public spheres), this formal struc-
ture is often weak in practice. In many instances state institutions are 
undermined by patrimonial practices where offi ceholders utilise public 
resources for private ends and political authority frequently supports 
clientelist networks. Where there is a large state intervention in the 
economy, or where there is weak resistance from non-state actors, such 
patron-client networks serve as important avenues through which patron-
age and favours are provided, using instruments such as import licences 
and the granting of  quotas. In such a restrictive trade environment, 
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clientelist networks create avenues for rent-seeking behaviour.3 To the 
extent that the state elite utilises political authority to provide patron-
age, there is a tendency for policy formulation to become centralised 
and driven by vested interest groups, with only limited consultation 
from other stakeholders.

But this is not to argue that non-state actors, such as civil society, 
the OPS, or researchers have no infl uence in the policy process. Such 
non-state actors do infl uence the policy environment, albeit in a limited 
capacity. As argued by Robert H. Bates (1998), among others, policy 
formulation may also be viewed as the outcome of  bargaining processes 
involving various interest groups. From this pluralist viewpoint, policy 
formulation is assumed to maximise the welfare of  various competing 
interest groups. Occasionally, such stakeholder groups may lobby the 
government to obtain special trade concessions or duty exemptions.

In assessing the role played by research in the process of  trade policy 
formulation, it is important to bear both theoretical approaches in 
mind—the neo-patrimonial view as well as one predicated on inter-
est group behaviour. The scope of  research impact differs in each of  
the models above. Research may be disregarded in a neo-patrimonial 
framework, but it may also have an impact in an environment where 
policy is formulated by competing interest groups. In this regard, evi-
dence may be required to support some proposed policy programs. This 
is particularly important in the evolving trade policy environment in 
Nigeria, with the state adopting a liberalised and more open trading 
regime. In a more open trading framework, the autonomy of  the state 
to impose ad hoc trade measures is limited. This creates a complex policy 
environment for trade formulation, which is infl uenced by interest group 
politics but also retains elements of  a clientelist political system.

Evidence

Various forms of  research evidence, ranging from the specifi c to the 
general, were available during the CET adoption process in Nigeria. 
In the review of  the available reports conducted for this chapter, it was 
observed that most policy makers were often unaware of  the majority 
of  these studies. This section reviews three major components of  such 

3 See, for example, Jeffrey Herbst (1993). 
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evidence: fi rst, a pool of  impact assessment studies generated by various 
stakeholders to assess the welfare implications of  Nigeria’s adoption of  
the CET; second, reviews of  Nigeria’s trade policies by both local and 
foreign analysts; and third, the broad international country case studies 
analysing the costs and benefi ts of  trade liberalisation. The fi rst category 
of  CET impact assessment studies tended to be demand-driven and 
highly specifi c. In contrast, trade policy reviews focussed on Nigeria’s 
broader experience in the global trading system and were conducted 
periodically by institutions such as the World Bank and the World 
Trade Organization (WTO). The third category of  general evidence 
on trade liberalisation and growth was based largely on experiences 
from a variety of  countries.

Table 1 summarises some of  the major studies conducted and their 
major fi ndings. It also identifi es the authors of  specifi c reports, insti-
tutions fi nancing the report preparation, and the report’s intended 
audience or benefi ciaries. The actual extent of  research uptake was, 
however, determined by the existence of  links between the research 
and policy communities, as well as the degree of  legitimacy that vari-
ous studies possessed. This subject of  links and legitimacy is discussed 
in the next section.

Links: Infl uence and Legitimacy

Research utilisation theories and empirical evidence point to a lack of  
interaction between researchers and policy makers as a major reason 
for poor knowledge uptake. Nathan Caplan (1979) notes that research 
utilisation is not solely about improving the quantity, but rather improv-
ing the quality of  links, particularly in cases of  ‘meta-level’ decisions 
that require the synthesis of  various information sources. Strong links 
create opportunities for researchers to disseminate their research 
effectively and such connections may similarly improve the quality of  
research itself.4

To understand the nature of  trade policy making in Nigeria, it is impor-
tant to examine who are seen as experts in this fi eld, and how these 

4 For example, researchers working on a decentralised livestock services project in 
Indonesia found that ‘when people had faith that the research they produced would 
be well received, and somebody would respond to it, they would gather good quality 
information and articulate it well’ (Crewe and Young 2002, 17).
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Table 1: Summary of  Available Research Evidence

Title Author Produced 
for

Funded by Comments

Category 1: CET Impact Assessment Studies

A Study of  
Basic Aspects 
of  a Common 
External Tariff  for 
ECOWAS

Aninat (1982) ECOWAS UNCTAD/
UNDP

RECOMMENDATIONS
– Collectively defi ne the 

structure of  an ECOWAS 
common external tariff  
through a consultative 
negotiation process based on 
stated national interests.

Effects of  Tariff  
and Exchange 
Rates on the 
Manufacturing 
Sector and the 
Balance of  
Payments in 
Nigeria
‘Comprehensive 
Review of  Nigeria 
Customs and 
Excise Duties’

Consortium of  
local consultants, 
namely Skoup 
& Company, 
Enterprise 
Consulting 
Group, Kuji 
Intercontinental 
Agencies, and 
Adegbite & 
Company, 2001 
to 2003

Federal 
Ministry of  
Finance

Federal 
Ministry of  
Finance

FINDINGS: Low collection 
effi ciency of  customs offi cials, 
estimated loss of  over $200 
million in uncollected tariff  
revenue in 2001 alone. With the 
adoption of  the CET, estimated 
revenue losses of  2.9% to 
6.9% of  government revenue 
($195 million to $500 million) 
depending on accompanying 
measures. Deterioration of  
trade balance by 3.5% of  GDP. 
A decline in effective rate of  pro-
tection from about 82% to 34%.
RECOMMENDATIONS
– Phased implementation of  

WAEMU CET over fi ve 
years, with six bands of  0, 
5%, 10%, 20%, 30%, and 
50%).

– Various complementary 
policies needed including: 
nominal depreciation; institu-
tional reform of  related 
regulatory agencies, especially 
Nigeria Customs Service; 
reduction in use of  tariff  
waivers, exemptions, and 
concessions; and improvement 
in the business climate.

Study of  the 
Implications of  
the Common 
External Tariff  
and Integration in 
ECOWAS

Adjovi, Beye, 
Awassi, Smith
(2002)

ECOWAS European
Commission

FINDINGS: Estimated revenue 
losses of  $10 million to $1 
billion (N1.4 billion to N140 
billion), depending on whether 
commodity-specifi c or aggregate 
price elasticities were used. 
RECOMMENDATION: 
– Adoption of  the WAEMU 

CET.
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Table 1 (cont.)

Title Author Produced 
for

Funded by Comments

Potential Impacts 
of  Extension of  
UEMOA Tariffs 
to all ECOWAS 
Member States: 
A Case Study 
of  Impacts on 
Revenue and Trade 
Balance in Nigeria

Agu, Oji, and 
Soludo (2003)

ECOWAS 
ministerial 
meeting on 
CET

African 
Institute 
for Applied 
Economics

FINDINGS: Revenue losses of  
2.9% to 8.8% of  government 
revenue (N27 billion to N80 
billion). Balance of  payment 
decrease of  3% to 6% GDP.
RECOMMENDATIONS:
– Build ‘credible constituencies’ 

by increasing stakeholder 
consultation to support the 
CET.

– Gather additional empirical 
evidence to inform policy 
debate

Estimates of  
the Impact of  
a Common 
External Tariff  
of  the Nigerian 
Manufacturing 
Sector: Some 
Simulation 
Results Based on 
Firm-Level Data 
(Working Paper)

Marchat and
Rajhi
(2004)

World 
Bank

World Bank FINDINGS: Estimated an 
average of  56% decline in 
effective rate of  protection. 
Decreases in employment, 
wages, and profi ts of  about 
3% to 4%; 12.3% decrease in 
output prices; 0.5% decrease in 
production.
RECOMMENDATIONS:
– Proposed three-year period 

for adoption of  WAEMU 
CET.

– Accompanying measures 
such as the use of  degressive 
protection tax, cyclical/
seasonal tax).

– Attention to macroeconomic 
context (particularly exchange 
rate policies), infrastructure, 
access to credit, participation 
of  unions/manufacturing 
associations.

Impact of  
Proposed New 
Tariff  Regime 
on the Revenue 
of  the Federal 
Government of  
Nigeria: Summary 
of  Findings

Adegbite (2005) Federal 
Ministry of  
Finance

Federal 
Ministry of  
Finance

FINDINGS: Revenue losses as 
low as 2.9% of  current revenue, 
which could be further reduced 
by increases in collection 
effi ciency (effi ciency rate was 
38% between 1996≠2001).
RECOMMENDATIONS:
–  Adopt WAEMU CET.
– Strengthen revenue collection 

mechanisms.
– Minimise level of  informal 

(unreported) trade.



 the adoption of the common external tariff in nigeria 131

Table 1 (cont.)

Title Author Produced 
for

Funded by Comments

ECOWAS 
Common External 
Tariff  (ECOTrade) 
Recommendations 
Regarding Changes 
in Tariff  Rates

USAID (2005) ECOWAS USAID RECOMMENDATIONS:
– Adopt WAEMU CET 

allowing for ‘Type A’ 
(transitional) exceptions 
and ‘Type B’ (permanently 
desirable) exceptions to 
be negotiated to revise the 
ECOWAS CET, with all 
exceptions resolved by 31 
December 2007.

– Safeguard tax.
– Reclassify certain goods.

End of  (Textile) 
Industry? A 
Critical Study of  
the Collapse of  
Textile Industry 
in Nigeria and the 
Implications for 
Employment and 
Poverty Eradication

Aremu (2005) NLC,
National 
Union of  
Textile and 
Garment 
Workers

Friedrich 
Ebert 
Stiftung

RECOMMENDATIONS:
– 10-year textile ban, a 

reconsideration of  CET 
(e.g., 10% duty on yarn, an 
intermediate good will ‘kill’ 
the local spinning industry), 
and an additional ‘import 
safeguard levy’ for the short 
run.

Impact of  
Common 
External Tariff  
and Economic 
Partnership 
Agreements on 
Agriculture in 
Nigeria

Achike, Agu, and
Oduh (2005)

Oxfam GB Oxfam GB FINDINGS: High protection 
coincides with high turnover 
and growth for key commodities 
(rice, cassava and sorghum). 
Decrease in tariffs would lead 
to decline in agricultural sector. 
Potential benefi ts include access 
to enlarged markets, policy 
credibility and lock-in, learning 
ground and practice for further 
trade integration, and access 
to cheaper imports of  raw 
materials and capital goods 
from international markets.
RECOMMENDATIONS:
– Proceed with adoption of  the 

CET but carefully consider 
adoption of  EPA.

– Improve infrastructure.
– Facilitate access to 

agricultural inputs.
– Provide a backstop for 

agricultural prices.
– Increase stakeholder 

consultation.
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Table 1 (cont.)

Title Author Produced 
for

Funded by Comments

Category 2: Reviews of  Trade Policy in Nigeria

Nigeria: Trade 
Policy Review

WTO (1998; 
2005)

WTO 
members

WTO Provided a general review of  
Nigeria’s trade policies and 
trade-related institutions.

A Gender and 
Poverty Audit of  
Nigeria’s Trade 
Policy

NTN (2005) NTN and 
other civil 
society 
bodies

NTN Surveyed perceptions of  the 
poor of  the impact of  trade 
reforms on poverty reduction. 
Argued that although trade 
policy had been used more 
for revenue generation than 
economic development, tariff  
revenues at Nigerian ports had 
been low because of  ineffi cient 
collection. 

Improving the 
Performance 
of  the Nigerian 
Manufacturing 
Sub-Sector after 
Adjustment: 
Selected issues and 
proposal

Akinlo (1995) Nigerian 
Journal of  
Economic 
and Social 
Sciences

— Concludes that trade 
liberalisation generally had 
a negative effect on the 
manufacturing sector.

Trade 
Liberalization 
in Nigeria, 
1970–93: Episodes, 
Credibility, and 
Impact

Ajakaiye and 
Soyibo (1999)

Book 
chapter

— Employed regression analyses 
techniques; concluded that 
trade liberalisation had no 
signifi cant effect on real 
GDP and only one instance 
of  liberalisation (1970–76) 
increased real imports.

Import Prohibition 
as a Trade Policy 
Instrument: 
The Nigerian 
Experience

Bankole, 
Ogunkola, and 
Oyejide (2005)

Book 
chapter

— Reviewed impact of  import 
prohibitions in Nigeria’s trade 
regime.

An Assessment of  
Nigeria’s Import 
Prohibitions Policy

Ruffer (2004) DFID DFID Reviewed the use of  import 
prohibitions in Nigeria’s trade 
policy.

The Political 
Economy of  Trade 
Policy in Nigeria

Rugger, Imber, 
and Ibrahim 
(2004)

DFID DFID Surveyed the formulation 
and implementation of  trade 
policy in Nigeria.
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Table 1 (cont.)

Title Author Produced 
for

Funded by Comments

Category 3: Broader Literature on Trade Liberalisation and Growth

Economic Reform 
and the Process of  
Global Integration

Sachs and 
Warner (1995)

Academic 
paper

— Suggested that, in the 1970s 
and 1980s, developing 
countries with open economies 
grew by 4.5% each year 
whereas closed economies 
grew by 0.7% and were 
characterised by high import 
tariffs, high non-tariff  barriers, 
a socialist economic system, a 
state monopoly on important 
exports, or a big gap between 
offi cial and black market 
exchange rates.

Trade, Growth 
and Poverty, Policy 
Research

Dollar and 
Kraay (2001)

World Bank 
working 
paper

— Used cross-country data to 
distinguish between globalisers 
and non-globalisers, based on 
rate of  growth of  trade to GDP 
ratio and compared growth 
rates. Found globalisers tend to 
grow three times faster. Most 
globalisers also had the most 
open trading regimes, pointing 
to the importance of  tariff  
liberalisation for growth.

Trade Policy and 
Economic Growth: 
A Skeptic’s Guide 
to Cross-National 
Literature

Rodriguez and 
Rodrik (1999) 

Academic 
paper

— Questioned the accuracy 
of  ‘openness’ or ‘globaliser’ 
measures, the basis for 
determining causality, and 
econometric methods used in 
cross-country regressions.

Selective Industrial 
and Trade Policies 
in Developing 
Countries: 
Theoretical and 
Empirical Issues

Lall (2000) Academic 
paper

— Discussed the use of  selective 
trade and industrial policies 
by many developing countries, 
notably the East Asian tigers.

Notes: CET = common external tariff, DFID = United Kingdom Department for International Devel-
opment, ECOWAS = Economic Community of  West African States, EPA = economic partnership 
agreement, GDP = gross domestic product, NLC = Nigerian Labour Congress, NTN = Nigerian 
Trade Network, UNCTAD = United Nations Conference on Trade and Development, UNDP = 
United Nations Development Programme, WAEMU = West African Economic and Monetary Union, 
WTO = World Trade Organization.
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experts establish legitimising relationships. Such experts may exist as 
individuals, or as part of  a broader community (an ‘advocacy coalition’) 
in which members share a set of  common beliefs. Individuals with such 
infl uence operate as ‘policy entrepreneurs’, and may assume various 
forms such as connectors, who serve as ‘networkers’ to transfer knowledge 
to key policy makers, mavens, who are ‘information specialists’ and who 
gather information and then educate others, and salespeople, who use 
their charisma and persuasive power to gain exclusive audiences and 
acquire positions of  trust (Crewe and Young 2002, 14).

In order to achieve infl uence, however, research must be seen as 
legitimate. Knowledge producers in Nigeria use various strategies to 
establish their legitimacy in trade policy debates. Information and 
research from international institutions often carry an inherent sense 
of  legitimacy—partly for historical reasons, and partly because such 
institutions are viewed as having access to extensive technical and 
fi nancial resources in conducting their research. Government sources 
similarly bear legitimacy in the provision of  data. In contrast, local 
non-state actors (including local researchers) must cultivate links and 
establish the legitimacy of  their work over a period of  time. The fol-
lowing section examines the infl uence and legitimacy of  government 
information sources, the local research community, lobbyists, interna-
tional organisations, and domestic policy entrepreneurs.

Government Information Sources

In response to the question of  on whom they rely for research input, 
Nigerian government offi cials frequently cited public institutions (such 
as the Central Bank of  Nigeria, the Federal Offi ce of  Statistics, and the 
National Planning Commission) as a primary source of  their informa-
tion. Experiential knowledge from senior civil servants was also identifi ed 
as a common source of  information for trade policy formulation. In 
these cases, knowledge was used to guide minor or incremental policy 
changes. Public information sources became less legitimate in cases that 
required conceptual or macro-level utilisation of  research. For more 
complex studies, government offi cials often outsourced projects to exter-
nal research consultants. Nigeria’s institutional policy-making framework 
has a central organ for economic analysis within the National Planning 
Commission, namely the Nigerian Institute of  Social and Economic 
Research (NISER). However, the institute’s research infl uence has 
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recently waned and the institute made no substantial contribution to the 
deliberations about Nigeria’s adoption of  the CET. Moreover, although 
most federal ministries also have in-house research departments, the 
weak capacity and poor resources of  these departments suggest that 
they make only nominal contributions to actual policy research.

Local Research Community

At the individual level, most members of  Nigeria’s local research com-
munity appear to have only minor levels of  infl uence. However, there 
are selected groupings or epistemic communities that have signifi cantly 
engaged in trade policy debates.5 The African Institute for Applied 
Economics (AIAE) and the Trade Policy Research and Training Pro-
gramme (TPRTP) are two such institutions, both located in Nigeria, 
that have become associated with a specifi c ideology over time and now 
play a prominent role in that country’s trade policy. The TPRTP is a 
network of  trade economists based in the Department of  Economics 
at the University of  Ibadan, and tends to hold a neo-liberal view on 
trade policy. One interview respondent described members as ‘espousing 
generic dictums on trade’. In contrast, the AIAE is viewed as adopting 
a rather structuralist approach to development and trade policy issues, 
employing more applied research methodologies compared to the 
mainstream neoclassical techniques of  TPRTP researchers.

Both the AIAE and the TPRTP have participated in Nigeria’s trade 
policy-making process. The AIAE contributed to the Comprehensive Review 
of  Nigeria’s Tariff  Regime, which the ministry of  fi nance (2003) commis-
sioned prior to adoption of  the CET, and the AIAE has been involved 
in formulating major national policies including the 2002 trade policy 
and the National Economic Empowerment and Development Strategy 
(NEEDS). The TPRTP has similarly participated in various national 
conferences and contributed to the preparation of  national negotiation 
positions in multilateral fora, such as during the 2005 WTO Hong Kong 

5 Theories on knowledge utilization note that researchers can garner signifi cant 
infl uence when they constitute a technical elite or ‘epistemic community’ with access 
to privileged information and close links to policy-makers. (Sutton, 1999; and Crewe 
and Young, 2002). Epistemic communities often develop when objective research insti-
tutions evolve into politicized ‘discourse coalitions’ that eventually shape the direction 
of  policy, as was the case with organizations such as the Brookings Institution and 
Heritage Foundation in the United States (Sutton, 1999).
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meeting and the ongoing economic partnership agreements between the 
European Union and the Africa, Caribbean, and Pacifi c (ACP) countries. 
In addition, the TPRTP publishes the African Journal of  Economic Policy, 
an academic periodical that often contains articles relating to trade 
policy.6 Although the TPRTP and the AIAE have actively participated 
in Nigeria’s trade policy formulation, their geographical distance from 
federal government offi cials in Abuja somewhat limits their ability to 
infl uence policy making continuously.

Lobbyists

As noted earlier, Nigeria’s policy arena is characterised by a signifi -
cant presence of  lobbyists who support various vested interests. Major 
business associations in Nigeria have merged into the OPS, and each 
association has some degree of  in-house research capacity with a 
research division that usually consists of  two or three employees. Internal 
research is primarily based on data gathered at quarterly meetings at 
which member fi rms and fi eld offi ces present report updates. Occasional 
surveys of  member fi rms supplement these basic statistics. Associations 
contract out more intensive studies to local consultants, usually with 
project-based funding from NGOs or donor agencies.

NGOs and business associations in Nigeria sometimes work jointly as 
advocacy coalitions. Two such examples are the National Association of  
Nigerian Traders (NANTS) and the NTN, with both institutions shar-
ing a common anti-liberalisation viewpoint. The NANTS is an alliance 
of  more than 5,300 corporate and individual members and is rapidly 
gaining infl uence in domestic trade policy discussions. For example, it 
is recognised by the European Commission as the representative non-
state actor for negotiationg economic partnership agreements (EPAs). 
The NTN was also recently conceived as advocacy platform for civil 
society organisations and the OPS on trade and investment issues, and 
its main membership comprises the MAN, the NACCIMA, the NASSI, 
the NLC, and the NANTS. This advocacy coalition offers a united 
front on trade issues to promote pro-poor policies. It benefi ts from the 

6 Academic journals and professional networks serve as another means for research-
ers to establish credibility, by disseminating scholarship through a legitimising avenue. 
Another leading periodical that covers trade policy issues is the Nigeria Journal of  Economic 
and Social Studies, published by Nigerian Economic Society.



 the adoption of the common external tariff in nigeria 137

legitimacy of  having the impact of  a united voice, access to external 
funding, and close proximity to the policy community.7

Unlike the numerous OPS groups, the NLC represents the main 
voice of  the national labour movement. The NLC’s research resources 
have somewhat more of  an academic basis compared with other OPS 
groups.8 Members of  both the NLC and the OPS have past relationships 
with the Nigerian government having served on various government 
advisory committees. However, the NLC sees itself  as lacking economic 
weight of  OPS groups: one NLC respondent characterised interactions 
with the government as being frequently ‘antagonistic’ compared to the 
‘symbiotic relationship’ between politicians and industrialists.

Finally, the Nigeria Economic Summit Group (NESG), which orga-
nises an annual meeting to discuss Nigeria’s economic problems, repre-
sents a coalition for economic development led by the private sector. The 
group’s membership is by invitation only and includes representatives 
from academia, multinational corporations, and the local industrial elite, 
which has strengthened the NESG’s legitimacy over time. In many ways, 
it has already achieved its objective of  ensuring dialogue on economic 
issues between the public and the private sectors. For example, the 
NESG’s views were incorporated in drafting stages of  Nigeria’s 2002 
trade policy. Moreover, the annual Nigeria Economic Summit serves 
as a regular means for reinforcing the group’s relationship with policy 
makers and preserving its prominent role in the policy debate. In con-
trast to other OPS groups, the NESG was not opposed to Nigeria’s 
adoption of  a CET. Indeed, industrialists at the 2002 summit called 
for the harmonisation of  tariffs on capital goods and raw materials to 
the CET adopted by the WAEMU members (Agu et al. 2003).

7 Both the NTN and the NANTS are based in Abuja, which gives them close prox-
imity to policy makers. Although the NLC is also headquartered in Abuja, the MAN, 
the NASSI, and the NACCIMA are based in Lagos, maintaining a limited presence in 
Abuja through liaison offi ces.  The media also has limited involvement in trade policy. 
In terms of  funding, the NANTS and the NTN receive most of  their funding from 
member dues and international NGOs, namely Oxfam, the Heinrich Boell Foundation, 
and the Friedrich Ebert Stiftung.

8 The NLC’s Labour Centre for Social and Economic Research is headed by a trade 
economist and currently hosts a visiting scholar.
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International Organisations

Generally, many development institutions recognised that Nigeria’s 
trade policy in particular is politically sensitive and adopted an indirect 
approach to infl uence it by focussing on general reforms and broader 
economic policy rather than specifi c trade issues. The literature on 
research utilisation in development policy emphasises the need for 
international or external actors to create appropriate relationships with 
local communities. On the one hand it can be relatively easy for external 
actors to forge legitimising links with government actors if  they establish 
themselves to be ‘internationally reputable consultants’ with impartial 
views (Crewe and Young 2002, 15). However, the donor-recipient rela-
tionship presents some challenges, such as scepticism from recipients 
about whether the ultimate goal of  such research supports the donor’s 
self-interest. In response to these concerns, international researchers 
must be conscious of  their approach. Indeed, one expatriate survey 
respondent described his objective as being a ‘trusted policy advisor’ 
by offering informed suggestions but being cautious not to interfere.

The international community’s focus on indirect approaches to 
infl uence Nigeria’s trade policy targets capacity building, funding, 
and technical support for both government and civil society agents. 
International NGOs have established signifi cant links with local advo-
cacy groups such as the NTN and the NANTS to support research 
initiatives. Agencies such as Oxfam have aimed to strengthen research 
uptake and the quality of  policy debate by supporting these advocacy 
coalitions. Similarly, the Friedrich Ebert Stiftung funded a collection 
of  essays on Nigeria and the neo-liberal world system as part of  a 
capacity- building workshop for members of  the National Assembly. 
The essays were published as an edited volume in November 2005. In 
some cases, bilateral donors have tended to work with national institu-
tions. The EC has funded some ECOWAS studies, whereas the United 
States Agency for International Development (USAID) developed a 
project to assist ECOWAS countries in adopting a CET. Similarly, the 
United Kingdom’s Department for International Development (DFID) 
commissioned several trade-related studies and has provided funding 
for various technical advisors supporting government policy making 
(including trade policy issues). Although externally funded research is 
often conducted by international consultants, international teams occa-
sionally collaborate with local researchers or subcontract projects.
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Policy Entrepreneurs

Institutional links in Nigeria’s policy environment are reinforced by the 
movement of  individuals between various groups, such as private sector 
actors engaging in advocacy, civil servants taking up employment in civil 
society organisations and development agencies, and academics moving 
into business activities. Additionally, membership of  some organisations 
tends to be cross-cutting. As mentioned earlier, for example, the NESG 
includes academics as well as local business operators and foreign com-
pany representatives. Furthermore, individuals may belong to several 
groups concurrently. For example, some academics have established 
civil society organisations, and some national assembly representatives 
are former academics with businesses ties.9

In the midst of  these complex interconnections, three individuals may 
be identifi ed as policy entrepreneurs, to use the terms adopted by Crewe 
and Young (2002, 14), with keen insights to critical aspects of  Nigeria’s 
trade policy scene. Ademola Oyejide of  the TPRTP is a maven who 
passes on relevant information through conferences and research publi-
cation, and is a major contributor to Nigeria’s trade policy documents. 
Ken Ukaoha, the president of  the NANTS, is an information specialist 
who has made great efforts to acquire contemporary knowledge on 
trade issues and educate others through a weekly column in a local 
newspaper, advocacy programmes, and via the NTN. Finally, Charles 
Soludo, founder of  AIAE, is a salesman of  policy research prior to his 
recent appointment as governor of  the Central Bank of  Nigeria.

Adoption of  the ECOWAS Common External Tariff

Thus far, this assessment has provided a broad outline of  the policy 
environment and available evidence prior to Nigeria’s adoption of  the 
ECOWAS CET. In this section, the foregoing discussion is synthesised 
to identify the various factors that resulted in Nigeria’s commitment 
to reform its tariff  policies and adopt the CET. Identifying the major 
drivers of  infl uence for the policy change is a valuable exercise, as it 
enables an assessment of  the role played by research along each of  

9 For example, Ademola Ariyo, a professor in the Department of  Economics at 
University of  Ibadan, established the Centre for Public-Private Cooperation, an NGO 
that advocates for civil society participation in policy making.
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the channels identifi ed. A convergence of  three major factors catalysed 
Nigeria’s eventual adoption of  the CET: the commitment to reform by 
the economic management team of  President Olusegun Obasanjo, the 
activities of  bureaucrats in the Nigerian civil service, and the political 
commitment of  the Obasanjo government to deepening regional inte-
gration in West Africa. These three factors coalesced at an opportune 
moment, mutually reinforcing each other, and ultimately resulting in the 
adoption of  the CET. Each of  these factors is discussed further below, 
and, subsequently, the infl uence of  research, operating along each of  
these channels, is examined.

Reform Objectives of  the Obasanjo Economic Management Team

At the inauguration of  his second term in offi ce in 2003, Obasanjo 
made a commitment to economic reform aimed at improving the 
country’s economic growth, reducing dependence on the oil sector, 
generating employment, and increasing investments in the economy. 
This commitment was operationalised by the appointment of  an 
economic team, chaired by the minister of  fi nance—a former senior 
offi cial from the World Bank. The economic team was essentially a 
team of  technocrats: a few ministers from key economic sectors and 
heads of  other relevant government agencies (such as the offi ces for 
debt management and privatisation). Most of  the team members had 
considerable international experience.

An ambitious reform programme was outlined by the reform team, 
aimed at ensuring macroeconomic stability, improving effi ciency of  
public expenditure management, tackling corruption, and improving 
the domestic investment climate.10 With regard to reform of  the tariff  
regime, the economic team argued that tariff  liberalisation was needed 
to address the anti-export bias of  the previous tariff  schedule, to reduce 
incentives for smuggling (due to Nigeria’s uncompetitive duty rates), 
and, fi nally, to reduce duty rates for capital goods and raw materials in 
order to encourage the integration of  Nigeria’s private sector into global 
value chains (International Monetary Fund [IMF] 2005). Adoption of  
the ECOWAS CET provided an appropriate means of  addressing these 

10 See International Monetary Fund ([IMF] 2005) for further discussion on Nigeria’s 
economic reforms under the IMF Policy Support Instrument (2005–2007).
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concerns, reducing the country’s average unweighted tariff  rates from 
about 30 percent to below 20 percent (IMF 2005) (BOF, 2006). 

Activities of  Government Bureaucrats

In addition, government bureaucrats, conducting routine administrative 
functions within the civil service, supported and facilitated the objective 
of  trade policy reform. There was concerted progress made on reform 
by the economic team and the government stated its policies on trade 
reform (NPC, 2004). However, a review of  the trade policy would 
not have been achieved without the broader support of  government 
bureaucrats. This is an important concern as previous attempts at reform 
programmes had sometimes stalled owing to weak implementation 
capacity or lack of  support from the civil service.11 Indeed, delays in 
Nigeria’s adoption of  external agreements (such as WTO legislation) and 
inadequate participation in regional trade negotiations may be partly 
attributed to the weak and under-resourced capacity of  trade-related 
departments. However, in the implementation of  the ECOWAS CET, 
relevant government offi ces showed great commitment in achieving a 
timely revision of  the tariff  schedule. There were probably two main 
reasons for this broad support for tariff  revision.

The fi rst reason, largely procedural, emerged from the Nigerian 
Customs Service (NCS). Senior offi cials at the NCS noted that the 
legal basis of  the previous Customs, Excise Tariff  Decree No 4 (March 
1995) had expired—and since 2001, ad hoc revisions had been made 
annually. In addition, the customs service noted that it was important 
for Nigeria to reconcile its tariff  classifi cations with the current coding 
nomenclature set out by the World Customs Organization (WCO), 
which was operational for 2002–06. It was envisaged that Nigeria’s 
timely adoption of  the CET (in mid 2005) would permit some experi-
ence with use of  the existing WCO nomenclature prior to the adoption 
of  the revised schedule in 2007.

The second reason for support resulted from a perceived benefi t 
from tariff  liberalisation and regional economic integration, as well 
as the need to show Nigeria’s commitment to regional economic 

11 See, for example, Business Day newspaper of  18 May 2006 where delays in port 
and customs reforms have been reported and attributed partly to inertia from civil 
service workers. 
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 programmes. In this regard, research played a role in shaping discus-
sions of  government bureaucrats, both during informal exchanges as 
well as at organised committee meetings.12 Some impact assessment 
studies had been reviewed by members of  the tariff  technical committee, 
and offi cials at the ministry of  commerce and the NPC also indirectly 
utilised results from such studies during various national seminars and 
conferences. Although no specifi c research reports were cited, there was 
a perceived benefi t of  tariff  liberalisation as public offi cials frequently 
compared Nigeria’s weak non-oil export performance with other 
emerging economies such as Malaysia, Brazil, and China. It was often 
argued that Nigeria’s non-oil exports performance could be improved 
by reducing duties on capital goods, raw materials, and intermediate 
products. Moreover, Nigeria could also improve its integration into the 
world economy by participating in global production value chains, for 
example, by importing machine parts or completely knocked-down 
components from China and exporting fi nished products to regional 
and international markets.13

The Politics of  Regional Integration

A fi nal factor driving adoption of  the CET in Nigeria was the broad 
political backing for the ECOWAS regional integration project offered 
by Obasanjo. Throughout his tenure in offi ce, Obasanjo was identifi ed 
as an elder statesman, not only in Nigeria, but also in most of  Africa 
(Economic Intelligence Unit 2006). The president’s statesmanship was 
strengthened by his support for confl ict resolution and democratic 
processes in other African states. Furthermore, Obasanjo showed a 
genuine commitment to deeper pan-African integration, serving as 
a fi rm supporter of  the New Partnership for Africa’s Development 
(NEPAD) (Economic Intelligence Unit 2006). Shortly after assuming 
offi ce in 1999, the Obasanjo administration established a new govern-
ment department, the Federal Ministry of  Cooperation and Integration 
in Africa, to address these concerns. Nigeria’s adoption of  the CET 
was therefore signifi cantly driven by a political motive of  presenting 
the country’s support of  the pan-African goals presented in initiatives 
such as NEPAD. In past instances, Nigeria’s participation in ECOWAS 

12 See, for example, Nigeria’s Ministry of  Commerce (2006).
13 Again, see Ministry of  Commerce (2006).



 the adoption of the common external tariff in nigeria 143

negotiations had been limited (Olympio 2006). For Nigerian trade 
negotiators, adoption of  the ECOWAS CET provided an opportunity 
to provide concrete support to the regional economic programme.14 
Given Nigeria’s limited trade with ECOWAS countries, it is likely that 
steady political support for the reform programme ensured its success-
ful implementation. Clearly, without such political support, the work 
of  technocrats and bureaucrats as discussed above may not have been 
implemented.

Discerning the Infl uence of  Research

To understand the infl uence of  research, it is important to outline 
the model of  the policy process identifi ed here. An interactive model 
of  the policy process, complemented by international policy transfer, 
typifi es the CET adoption process in Nigeria (Dolowitz and Marsh 
1996; Grindle and Thomas 1991). The interactive model focusses 
on the role of  policy elites tasked with the actual implementation of  
policy changes (Grindle and Thomas 1990). The model presents the 
policy process in a political economy framework, where various actors, 
likely to benefi t or lose from a policy change, seek to infl uence the 
fi nal outcomes of  implementation. Although maintaining a rationalist 
framework, the interactive model acknowledges the policy process and 
the broader political context needed for policy reform. In addition, the 
policy transfer model contends that policy ideas developed in a given 
geographical location may be transferred, and applied, in other geo-
graphical locations with the assistance of  agents such as international 
organisations or researchers (Dolowitz and Marsh 1996).

In line with the interactive model, a central role was played by a 
policy elite—the economic team—in implementing Nigeria’s tariff  
reform, with political support from the presidency. In addition, the 
role of  international policy transfer of  ideas and practices on tariff  
liberalisation was important in infl uencing key decision makers in the 
economic team. Given an interactive and international policy transfer 
model of  the policy process, research can be seen to have infl uenced the 

14 As ECOWAS member states were also in the process of  negotiating EPAs with 
the EU, Nigeria’s adoption of  the CET (which involved unilateral tariff  liberalisation) 
indicated the country’s commitment to deepen trade in the sub-region and its pursuit 
of  tariff  liberalisation. Nigeria’s specifi c position on EPAs is currently unknown. 
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 adoption process in two main ways: fi rst, via a direct, but limited process, 
in which research inputs were used for direct problem solving by policy 
elites on the economic team and also by government bureaucrats, and, 
second, via a more diffuse process of  enlightenment, in which research 
ideas gradually infl uenced the concepts that shape policy discussions. 
Each of  these factors is discussed further below.

Problem-Solving Approaches. Some direct evidence—in the form of  CET 
impact assessment studies—was utilised by members of  the reform 
team as well as government bureaucrats to assess the potential impact 
of  a tariff  reform. Technocrats in the economic team embraced tariff  
reform, not only because it was viewed as important in supporting 
growth, but also as a means to simplify the tariff  structure and reduce 
instances of  rent-seeking practices.15 Research played an important 
role in infl uencing the trade policy decisions of  the economic reform 
team. Their knowledge of  cross-country research, acquired from prior 
professional experiences, infl uenced the team members and reinforced 
their commitment to simplifying and liberalising Nigeria’s tariff  regime. 
Research was largely based on case studies and other country experi-
ences often including commonly used comparator countries such as 
Indonesia and Malaysia. The limited research buttressed the decision, 
providing some analytical credibility and support for the decision.16 As 
an example, the use of  simple average and weighted average tariff  rates 
became an important index for the level of  liberalisation and was cited 
frequently in government reports and memos.17

Yet the instrumental utilisation of  research was limited as many other 
government bureaucrats and offi cials had very little knowledge of  the 
relevant research on the CET (as reviewed in the third section of  this 
chapter). In many conversations with members of  the Tariff  Technical 
Committee, it was observed that they were unaware of  many of  the 
previous studies that had been conducted. For example, one senior 
offi cial of  the NCS and member of  the Tariff  Technical Committee, 
who had played an active role in revising the existing tariff  book, was 
largely unaware of  the research evidence (as presented in Table 1).

15 Interview with Ngozi Okonjo-Iweala (former minister of  fi nance, Nigeria), 25 May 
2006.

16 Interview with Bright Okogu (advisor, Federal Ministry of  Finance, Nigeria), 
26 May 2006.

17 The tariff  rates used were calculated in reports produced by a consortium of  
local consulting fi rms, including Skoup & Company, Enterprise Consulting Group, 
Kuji Intercontinental Agencies, and Adegbite & Company. See Table 1.
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Government bureaucrats often relied on methods other than system-
atic policy research to clarify trade policy issues—namely, verifi cation 
exercises or consultations with stakeholders. For example, in the debate 
on the ideal tariff  to be placed on tyres to be used for buses and trucks 
domestic manufacturers (subsidiaries of  Dunlop and Michelin) sought 
protection against foreign imports while importers of  rubber tyres 
argued for tariff  reduction.18 A previous import tariff  of  50 percent had 
been reduced to 20 percent, but importers requested this be lowered 
further to 10 percent. To address this diffi culty, a verifi cation exercise 
was conducted on the manufacturers’ sites. Domestic production was 
estimated at about 0.5 million tyres per annum, compared with an 
estimated 10 million automobiles in use in the country. Using this 
information as the basis of  evidence, it was argued that a 20 percent 
tariff  rate was the appropriate middle ground to balance the interest of  
domestic manufacturers and importers. From the records of  meetings, 
it is clear that such policy decisions were seldom rigorously analysed 
and often adopted based on the persuasiveness of  arguments presented 
by particularly constituencies. For the CET reform programme, those 
members of  the tariff  technical committee interviewed often cited such 
past investigation as the basis of  their background research for tariff  
amendments and classifi cation rather than any systematic assessment 
of  the evidence as presented in the third section of  this chapter.

Enlightenment Approaches. A global discourse on trade liberalisation 
also percolated into the policy environment in Nigeria, infl uencing 
government bureaucrats, decision makers, and other stakeholders. This 
percolation process was diffuse as it often related to a broad idea of  
trade policy reform, rather than a specifi c tariff  liberalisation measure 
(such as the adoption of  the CET). This is striking given that popular 
opinion in Nigeria in the 1980s had opposed adoption of  structural 
adjustment programmes, resulting in only limited neo-liberal reforms 
such as tariff  liberalisation. Similarly, in the 1990s, Nigeria’s tariff  
regime was characterised as being protectionist and complex (WTO, 
1998). However, by 2003, Nigeria had embarked on a process of  uni-
lateral tariff  liberalisation, which was well articulated and defended by 
government bureaucrats.19 There was a gradual knowledge creep on 

18 See Ministry of  Commerce (2006).
19 Interview with Felicia Onyeabo, secretary of  the Tariff  Technical Committee, 

25 April 2006.
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the welfare benefi ts of  tariff  liberalisation, which had infl uenced local 
policy offi cials and stakeholders. Nigerian offi cials appeared more open 
to the opportunities and challenges posed by globalisation, and the 
need for some measure of  tariff  liberalisation in order to benefi t from 
‘cheaper access to raw materials and also to expose domestic fi rms to 
some degree of  foreign competition’.20

What channels then may have facilitated this process of  research 
percolation? It is probable that the transfer of  research ideas to local 
policy makers occurred via channels such as international trade meet-
ings, as well as workshops and seminars convened locally by government 
departments, donor agencies, and international institutions. Nigeria’s 
participation in international trade negotiations (e.g., at the WTO, 
ECOWAS, and within the EU-ACP) often reinforced the importance of  
trade and the need for further tariff  liberalisation. In addition, various 
workshops and seminars on trade-related issues addressed the topic of  
tariff  reform, particularly when discussing reports such as the WTO 
Trade Policy Review for Nigeria or the World Bank’s Investment Cli-
mate Assessment, or in the preparation of  national policy documents 
such as NEEDS.

Conclusions

This chapter has presented an overview of  the CET adoption process 
in Nigeria, identifying the specifi c role played by research in the process. 
Considering the broad context of  CET adoption reveals a limited utili-
sation of  research in the reform process. This limited use of  research 
occurred in instances where policy elites relied on research reports to 
provide some analytical support for the tariff  reform programme. A 
gradual percolation of  research ideas on tariff  liberalisation and trade 
openness also infl uenced government bureaucrats and policy elites in 
Nigeria’s economic reform team—as evidenced by a general apprecia-
tion of  the importance of  tariff  reform. However, to a large extent, 
most government bureaucrats who were responsible for the technical 
tasks of  amending and reclassifying tariffs were often unaware of  exist-
ing research on Nigeria’s adoption of  the CET.

20 Interview with Esther Oyero, chair of  the Tariff  Technical Committee, 26 April 
2006.
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The lack of  adequate utilisation of  research in this particular instance 
of  policy change, in a sense, refl ects the complexity and politicisation 
of  the policy process in developing countries such as Nigeria. Trade 
policy is inherently a contentious issue, and this so not only in devel-
oping countries.21 The process may be more politicised in developing 
countries owing to the nature of  the domestic political economy as 
well as a history of  neo-patrimonial clientelism in government depart-
ments that limits the use of  evidence-based policies. As an example, 
it is important to note that despite having offi cially adopted the CET, 
Nigeria is conducting a review of  its CET tariff  schedule to examine 
the few cases where tariff  revision may be needed. This revision process 
has been driven largely by infl uential stakeholders who presented cases 
for consideration either via the presidency or directly to government 
bureaucrats.22 Research was considered to be of  secondary concern in 
this process and, if  needed, to be conducted ex post.

The foregoing assessment leads to two recommendations. First, in 
order to infl uence policy formulation, domestic researchers in Nigeria 
must aim at producing credible research and must also adopt effective 
communication strategies to disseminate their fi ndings. In particular, it 
may be important for researchers to move beyond their existing aca-
demic spheres to engage in debates with other policy advocates such 
as from civil society or the OPS, and also to build stronger networks 
with government. Second, domestic government agencies, who should 
be the primary consumers of  policy research, should improve their 
internal coordination and information sharing in order to increase the 
utilization of  research in formulating evidence-based policies.
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CHAPTER SIX

RESEARCH UPTAKE IN AN INFORMAL SETTING: 
THE CASE OF EGYPT

Ahmed Farouk Ghoneim1

Trade policy in Egypt has experienced several changes in the last fi ve 
years both in terms of  institutional aspects as well as in policy dimen-
sions. At the institutional level, the position of  the responsibility for 
foreign trade has changed, in some cases being assigned to an affi liate 
or part of  a ministry, and in other cases standing as a ministry of  its 
own.2 Moreover, several laws and regulations have been enacted to 
deal with export promotion, organising the process of  exporting and 
importing, and so on.

Regarding the policy dimension, Egypt has undertaken several 
liberalisation steps on all fronts: unilateral, regional, and multilateral. 
Certainly such changes were not just a matter of  political decisions, as 
they had some sort of  economic rationale behind them. This economic 
reasoning stemmed at least partially from the reservoir of  research 
(domestic and international) whose policy implications have found their 
way to policy makers. The decade between 1990 and 2000 did not 
experience the same interest in trade issues as the fi ve years between 
2000 and 2005, whether on policy or at institutional levels. Certainly 
there are many aspects that have affected such change regarding trade 
policy and its governing institutional setup, among which are the imple-
mentation of  Uruguay Round commitments, establishment of  World 
Trade Organization (WTO), the proliferation of  regional trade agree-
ments (RTAs), which Egypt joined, and certainly the role of  research 
and policy advocacy.

1 Associate Professor of  Economics, Faculty of  Economics and Political Science, 
Cairo University. Email address: aghoneim@gmx.de. The author would like to thank 
Susan Joekes, Dianna Tussie, Dina Mandour, and an anonymous referee for providing 
comments on earlier versions of  this text.

2 For the purposes of  this chapter, the government agency responsible for foreign 
trade is referred to as the ‘ministry’, led by a ‘minister’, regardless of  whether it is a 
department in a larger ministry or a stand-alone ministry.
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The focus of  this chapter is on the role of  research in formulating 
the Egyptian trade policy. It focuses on two episodes, namely the tariff  
formulation process and the partnership agreement between Egypt and 
the European Union. These two case studies represent the two policy 
changes mentioned by Diana Tussie in Chapter 1, where the fi rst epi-
sode represents a form of  instrumental policy change (in which there 
have been several incremental changes over the two periods mentioned 
above) and the second episode represents a form of  conceptual policy 
change (in which a gradual change has occurred in the trade policy of  
Egypt). Although such a distinction is not so precise—the fi rst episode 
sometimes includes elements of  conceptual change and the second 
episode contains signals of  instrumental change—the distinction is 
appropriate in order to be able to identify the different roles played by 
research in affecting the two types of  policy changes; the entanglement 
of  policy changes is indicated when necessary.

Moreover, in addition to the two distinct episodes, this chapter 
adopts a time dimension, differentiating between two periods, 1990 
to 2000 and 2000 to 2005. The main reason for this distinction stems 
from the importance of  trade matters due to the implementation of  
WTO obligations, which peaked in 2000. During the fi rst period, there 
were several changes where the issue of  foreign trade was managed by 
several ministries.

This chapter addresses several sets of  questions.

• How is trade policy in Egypt designed and formulated: Who are the 
different stakeholders? Which has the upper hand, the executive or 
the legislative body? What is the role of  different lobbies? What is 
the role of  the different international donors? What is the weight of  
social and political aspects in designing such policy?

• What is the effect of  research on the design and implementation of  
trade policy in Egypt: Through what kind of  channels do research 
outcomes reach policy makers? What type of  research depends on 
whether the research originated in the domestic context or interna-
tionally? Is the type of  analysis used in the research empirical or 
descriptive?

• How does the interaction between researchers and policy makers, 
as well as other stakeholders take place: is it through advisors to 
ministers, or through stakeholder pressure backed up by research 
that serves their interests, or are there other means?
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• Is research in the trade policy area driven by supply or demand: in 
other words, is it that the government or business community demands 
certain aspects to be studied or is that the research community comes 
up with policy-oriented research that serves their intellectual interests 
and then submits to the concerned parties (whether the government, 
legislative body, or the business community)?

• Does research have a role in changing trade policy? What are the 
reasons behind the changes, if  any, that are revealed in a comparison 
of  the two episodes and two periods under discussion in this chapter? 
For example, is the importance of  the infl uence of  research due to 
the institutional setup governing foreign trade, or is it the result of  
political economy effects? Moreover, what are the impacts of  the 
technological advances brought by the wide use of  internet in effects 
of  the role of  research in formulating trade policy?

Section One describes the two episodes of  tariff  formulation and 
the Egypt-EU partnership agreement and explains the methodology 
adopted and the limitations of  the study. Section Two explains what is 
meant by research in the context of  this study. Section Three focusses 
on the institutional setup that governs trade policy formulation in 
Egypt by identifying the main stakeholders and their role together 
with their effectiveness in affecting trade policy. Section Four traces 
trade policy developments in Egypt over the periods 1990 to 2000 and 
2000 to 2005, while focussing on the two episodes. Sections fi ve and 
six represent the main core of  the study where they discuss the role of  
research in formulating trade policy in Egypt and the channels through 
which research affects trade policy. The different kinds of  research are 
distinguished and the extent to which each type is credible for policy 
makers is explained. The chapter then assesses the role of  research in 
formulating trade policy while controlling for other factors that might 
infl uence trade policy formulation, including information technology, 
and identifi es different types of  research. The chapter concludes by 
providing some policy prescriptions on how to enhance the role of  
research in trade policy formulation.
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Section One: Defi nition of  the Episodes, the Methodology Adopted, 
and Limitations 

Defi nition of  the Episodes

The two episodes examined in this chapter represent two major dis-
tinguished changes in Egypt’s trade policy. The fi rst episode deals 
with tariff  formulation (reform and reduction), a relatively incremental 
process that experienced several changes starting in the 1990s when 
Egypt began to implement its structural reform program jointly with 
the World Bank and International Monetary Fund (IMF). The process 
of  tariff  reform and reduction has continued since then. This chapter 
confi nes its focus to the most favoured nation (MFN) tariff  reductions 
and does not deal with reductions undertaken in the context of  RTAs. 
The MFN tariff  reductions might be a result of  international commit-
ments with the World Bank or the WTO, or might be due to unilateral 
actions undertaken by the government of  Egypt. This is investigated 
here through a review of  the available research on the topic as well as 
interviews with prominent trade economists who have written on tariff  
changes and whether those changes were responding to any type of  
research or to domestic or external pressures.

The second episode deals with a major policy change, namely Egypt’s 
joining the EU in a partnership agreement. The event is important as 
negotiations between Egypt and the EU lasted fi ve years, from 1995 
to 2000, allowing ample time for interaction between research and 
policy. The Egypt-EU Partnership Agreement is considered the most 
important regional initiative that Egypt has undertaken in its history 
of  regional integration. The EU is the major trading partner for Egypt 
and represents more than 40 percent of  Egyptian exports and imports. 
Moreover, the relatively long period of  negotiations allowed research 
to proliferate; and this case study is rich with examples of  interaction 
between research and policy decisions and of  possible evidence of  the 
impact of  research on trade policy. This episode is considered to be a 
conceptual change as it is akin to Egypt’s decision to open up to the 
whole world, implying a dramatic change in trade policy, although this 
change has been implemented gradually.

The Methodology Applied

A distinction is made between the so-called incident-based measures 
and outcome-based measures. Following Robert Baldwin (1989), 
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 incident-based measures refer mainly to policies adopted and rules and 
regulations enacted (e.g., initiating a tariff  reform), whereas outcome-
based measures refer to the result of  the policies adopted and rules and 
regulations enacted in terms of  quantitative indicators (e.g., percentage 
of  exports to gross domestic product [GDP], trade openness indica-
tors, etc.). This chapter focusses on the role of  research in infl uencing 
incident-based measures as it is impossible to assess the role of  research 
in affecting outcome-based measures. However, Baldwin’s narrow defi -
nition may be extended in order to investigate the impact of  research 
on broadening the policy debate and enriching the discussions on 
trade policy. Although any spillover effects of  the infl uence of  research 
on policy might not be the main mechanism by which research affects 
policy, they may indirectly create a policy environment that is affected 
by research (see Chapter 2). In analysing the impact of  research on 
trade policy formulation, this chapter draws on the framework developed 
by Maja de Vibe, Ingeborg Hovland, and John Young (2002), as well 
as a number of  interviews and personal communications with senior 
government offi cials and prominent Egyptian researchers.

The research here adopts a descriptive institutional type of  analysis 
that includes aspects of  political economy. My own privileged fi rst-hand 
experience with the process of  trade policy formulation (having served 
as advisor to two ministers and consultant to donors, as well as being an 
academic by profession) allows me draw some lessons from anecdotal 
evidence and case studies of  how research affects trade policy in Egypt. 
With regard to the two episodes, a comparative approach between 
the two periods (1990 to 2000 and 2000 to 2005), and sub-periods 
when relevant, is adopted with a focus on the main factors that have 
affected the role of  research in formulating trade policy in Egypt. The 
research depends on the existing body of  literature in this fi eld, which 
is relatively scarce and is complemented by personal communications 
with government offi cials and research community.

Moreover, the study here analyses different types of  research including 
that undertaken by domestic research institutions, international donors, 
and governmental entities when available.

Research Analyzed

This chapter adopts a broad defi nition for the term ‘research’ to include 
all academic research in addition to reports (as long as they are not 
confi dential), policy viewpoints, etc. It includes research undertaken 
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by research institutes, think tanks, in-house research by ministries, and 
aid donors’ reports. Hence any document that contains information 
and knowledge, whether it takes any of  the aforementioned shapes, is 
considered research (for a similar approach see Chapter 9).

Limitations 

As mentioned, this chapter focusses on incident-based measures and 
how research is likely to infl uence them. It is impossible to measure 
the impact of  research on outcome-based measures. Nevertheless, this 
chapter identifi es the effects of  research on existing outcome-based 
measures on the reformulation of  incident-based measures. In other 
words, it considers the role of  research in broadening policy debates 
and enriching policy discussions.

Another limitation is the inability to explain what prevents the full 
adoption of  the research results in the formulation of  policies. Research 
output reaches policy makers, and they take action based upon it; that 
action is in the form of  either decisions or policies adopted. But it is 
always the case that the full prescription of  research policy recommen-
dations is not adopted by policy makers. Any attempt to explain this 
phenomenon of  fi ltering or modifying of  policy recommendations by 
policy makers must be based on subjective opinion, since it is almost 
impossible to trace its effect using objective criteria.

Section Two: What Is Meant by Research

Different types of  research affect trade policy. There is the research 
produced by the ministry itself, and there is the research undertaken 
outside the ministry, whether by academics or multilateral and bilateral 
donors or other stakeholders. Below is an overview of  the existing types 
of  research available in Egypt. The quantity and quality have always 
been developing in a positive manner over time.

One type of  research is undertaken by the ministry and can be classi-
fi ed into three categories. The fi rst is what the ministry publishes in the 
form of  monthly bulletins or other publications that produce statistical 
fi gures without in-depth analysis or any recommendations. This research 
monitors the developments in trade statistics and is mainly undertaken 
by the research department affi liated with the ministry. The research 
department is divided into three sectors, one dealing with marketing 
and commodity studies, one dealing with balance of  payment studies, 
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and one dealing with the information sector. The second category of  
research refers to publications undertaken by different ministry depart-
ments that publish their achievements, which again does not refl ect 
in-depth research. The third category is research undertaken at the 
minister’s request and can be asked for in response to a certain problem 
or action that requires the minister to answer quickly. This research can 
be undertaken by the head of  an agency affi liated to the ministry or 
by the staff  of  the technical offi ce of  the minister, or it can be a joint 
effort between the agencies assigned and the technical offi ce staff. In 
many cases, this research produces a short, policy-oriented analysis that 
is not very in-depth and summarises the main policy implications of  
previous studies. Time and fi nancial constraints often play an impeding 
role in undertaking rigorous economic analysis that helps trade policy 
formulation in a strategic sense. Research undertaken by the ministry 
often takes the shape of  an ad hoc, politically pledged study that must 
be fi nished in few days to answer a specifi c question asked for by the 
minister. However, it should be noted that the proliferation of  the 
so-called technical offi ces has improved the quality of  research. This 
is mainly the result of  several reasons: the quality of  the staff  of  the 
technical offi ces, who are non-government offi cials employed according 
to the preference of  the minister or his or her advisors and who have 
an academic background and are highly paid; the resources provided to 
the staff  of  technical offi ces in terms of  access to computers, internet, 
and other research facilities, often not available in the same quantity and 
quality as in other ministry departments; and the policy research mix of  
the staff, which again is not different from other ministry departments 
(Ghoneim 2006). The reliance of  the ministers of  trade on technical 
offi ces has increased in the latter time period (2000 to 2005) compared 
to the former period (1990 to 2000).

Another type of  research is that undertaken by research institutes, 
bilateral and multilateral donors, and other stakeholders such as busi-
ness associations. It is in most cases policy-oriented research that either 
refl ects the interests of  the researchers based on what they perceive 
to be important issues to be addressed or the interests of  donors who 
have an interest in further investigating a specifi c topic. Some cases, 
the number of  which has increased dramatically in recent years, are 
part of  the aid projects of  both the United States and the EU; the 
research is undertaken by donors that subcontract it to consultants, 
both international and domestic, on topics chosen according to the 
common interest of  the ministry and the donors. Hence, as an example, 
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the Americans might be interested in knowing more about problems 
at Egyptian ports and how to overcome them, which is a concern for 
the Egyptian government, too; hence a specifi c research project might 
be deigned to tackle this issue, fi nanced by the United States Agency 
for International Development (USAID) and conducted by American 
and Egyptian consultants. Moreover, think tanks and research institutes 
may carry out a research project if  they receive a demand from the 
government in general or from the minister specifi cally to tackle a spe-
cifi c problem. This has happened with the two well-reputed research 
institutes in Egypt on a number of  occasions, namely the Egyptian 
Center for Economic Studies (ECES) and the Economic Research 
Forum for Arab Countries, Iran, and Turkey (now called Economic 
Research Forum, ERF).3 Appendix 3–1 shows the number of  working 
papers, including the number of  trade policy-oriented papers, produced 
by those two think tanks since their establishment. As the two tables, 
show the proportion of  trade policy-oriented papers has always been 
signifi cant in the number of  publications produced by the two insti-
tutes (in some years reaching 50 percent and 30 percent of  the total 
produced), although there has been a decreasing trend in the number 
of  trade policy-oriented paper in recent years, whether as percentage 
of  total publications or in absolute terms.

3 ECES, established in 1992, is a non-profi t, non-governmental think tank. Its mis-
sion is to promote economic development in Egypt by conducting and disseminating 
applied policy research. The aim of  this research is to develop viable policy options for 
Egypt in light of  international experience. ECES activities are carried out in the spirit 
of  public interest, and its board members are well-reputed fi gures from the business 
community (see <www.eces.org.eg>). Also in 1992, representatives of  a number of  
multilateral organisations and foundations approached a group of  regional economists 
and scholars for the purpose of  creating an independent self-sustaining institution that 
would help improve the quality and increase the quantity of  applied policy-oriented 
economic research on the Arab region, Turkey, and Iran. This initial outreach resulted 
in the Economic Research Forum for the Arab Countries, Iran, and Turkey (ERF) in 
June 1993, with assistance from the Arab Fund for Economic and Social Development, 
the European Commission, the Ford Foundation, the United Nations Development 
Programme (UNDP), and the World Bank, subsequently followed by the International 
Development Research Centre (IDRC). ERF is an independent, non-governmental, 
non-profi t organisation that provides a platform for a wide range of  views. Its mission 
is to initiate and fund policy-relevant economic research, to publish and disseminate the 
results of  research activity to scholars, policy makers, and the business community, and 
to function as a resource base for researchers through its databank and documentation 
library. ERF does not conduct research itself  but, rather, acts as a research network, 
clearinghouse, and facilitator (see <www.erf.org.eg>).

www.eces.org.eg
www.erf.org.eg
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Section Three: Institutional Setup Governing Trade Policy Formulation in Egypt

During the 1990s and until 2001 trade policy formulation was the 
responsibility of  the Ministerial Economic Committee, which is chaired 
by the prime minister and includes a number of  ministers involved in 
trade issues such as the minister of  planning (now the minister of  eco-
nomic development), the minister of  the economy (now the minister of  
investment), the minister of  industry (now merged with the minister of  
trade), the minister of  agriculture, etc. Trade policy was implemented by 
the ministry in charge (until the late 1990s, the Ministry of  Trade and 
Supply); however, consultations with all ministries that might be affected 
by a certain trade policy was always taken into consideration.

In 2002, a special law to promote exports (Law 155 for 2002 for 
export promotion) was enacted, which aimed mainly at consolidating the 
decisions related to foreign trade in the Ministry of  Foreign Trade and 
Industry (established in 2001, before which foreign trade was handled 
by different ministries). Hence, the institutional setup shifted from the 
diversifi ed role of  the Ministerial Economic Committee and the less-
ened ministerial role in charge to a reduced role for the committee and 
more active role for the minister of  foreign trade. Other features of  
the law include providing an institutional framework governing exports, 
establishing a fund for promoting exports, and streamlining different 
institutional jurisdictions governing exports under the umbrella of  one 
ministry (Ministry of  Foreign Trade 2003).

As stated by the WTO (1999), informal advice and consultations 
on trade policy have always been sought from academia and interest 
groups, including the General Federation of  Chambers of  Commerce 
and the Federation of  Egyptian Industries, the Egyptian Businessmen’s 
Associations, and other trade associations. There has never been an 
independent body that reviews the government’s trade policy.

Moreover, there are the commodity councils (now called export 
councils), which are quasi-governmental forums whose members are 
exporters of  a certain set of  products and who meet regularly with the 
minister to discuss policy-related problems affecting their exports. In 
2005, there were 17 commodity councils (e.g., textiles, leather products, 
chemicals, engineering industries). The members of  these councils 
might come from the private or public sector and the minister issues a 
decree to appoint members. Each council has a secretariat based in the 
ministry. The role of  some export councils has recently included not 
only tackling the problems that affect their sectors but also formulating 
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strategies that enhance exports of  their specifi c sector. In the process of  
formulating the export strategy of  a certain sector, a huge amount of  
research is needed and hence politics, reality, and research are blended 
in a document that refl ects the needs of  this specifi c sector.

The Federation of  Egyptian Industries is a quasi-governmental body 
that protects the interests of  different industries. Fifteen industrial 
chambers are affi liated to the federation. Of  all the non-governmental 
organisations (NGOs) in Egypt, it has the most infl uence on trade 
policy formulation. The head of  the federation and a percentage of  
the board members of  each chamber is appointed by the Minister 
of  Trade and Industry, with the rest elected by the members of  each 
chamber. The federation is always represented in offi cial meetings 
that deal with trade and its arguments are often well respected and 
taken into consideration. The federation has a special committee on 
foreign trade policies, which includes among its members independent 
experts, business community representatives, and representatives of  dif-
ferent chambers. The committee’s role is to express the opinion of  the 
federation on whatever trade policy is conducted or proposed by the
government.

The process of  trade policy formulation, by its nature, is relatively 
complex and thus almost all ministries have a say in whatever policy 
is undertaken, depending on whether such policy affects a particular 
ministry’s interests. For example, the Ministry of  Health is extensively 
consulted in setting health measures regarding different products, and 
the Ministry of  Agriculture is heavily involved in the process of  import-
ing cotton. The Ministry of  Foreign Affairs has always been represented 
whenever RTA negotiations with another country or negotiations within 
the context of  the WTO are taking place. Indeed, there is always friction 
between the Ministry of  Foreign Affairs and the Ministry of  Trade over 
which should lead such negotiations, although the extent of  cooperation 
or friction has varied depending on the ministers in charge.

Business associations, at least the big ones, have always been con-
sulted whenever a change in trade policy is initiated by the government. 
However, there is minor evidence of  the infl uential role they play in 
formulating the trade policy. On the contrary, business associations 
have always claimed that their opinions are not being considered 
(a situation that started to change in 2005). The Chamber of  Com-
merce has never played a signifi cant role in the formulation of  Egypt’s 
foreign trade policy, although it is deeply engaged in the formulation 
of  domestic trade policy.
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The institutional setup that governs trade policy in Egypt is complex; 
however, the major leader has always been the Ministry of  Foreign 
Trade. The extent of  consultations with other stakeholders has varied 
over time, as has its effectiveness. Despite the fact that there exist sev-
eral institutional channels (committees, meetings, etc.) that ensure the 
representation of  different stakeholders, it has been never clear how 
the actual process of  formulating trade policy takes place. The role of  
big businesses and business leaders with strong political infl uence has 
always been evident in the formulation of  trade policy, but the process 
was never transparent.

Finally, the role of  the Parliament in formulating and monitoring 
Egypt’s foreign trade policy has been insignifi cant where it has been 
confi ned merely to the ratifi cation of  whatever foreign trade agreement 
the government concludes. The renegotiation of  a certain agreement is 
not allowed by the constitution, and blocking the ratifi cation has never 
happened. Parliament’s role in monitoring the implementation of  trade 
policy has almost been non-existent.

A comparison of  the two periods (1990 to 2000) and (2000 to 2005) 
reveals that trade policy formulation was more of  a consultation process 
between different ministries before 2001, whereas since then the role of  
the minister of  foreign trade has controlled the process. Moreover, the 
consultations with other stakeholders as NGOs and business associations 
have been relatively more involved in the second period, although the 
effectiveness of  such consultations has always been questioned. The 
process of  trade policy formulation has experienced a better institutional 
structure in the second period compared to the fi rst; nevertheless, the 
effectiveness of  such a structured institutional setup in the form of  
committees and meetings with different stakeholders is different for 
each type of  trade policy adopted. For example, consultations in some 
cases were highly effective whereas in other cases a non-transparent 
mechanism has been adopted that undermined the institutional setup 
of  the consultations.

It might be the case that the institutional setup played a role in how 
research affects policy. When the responsibility of  trade decisions is 
shared among a number of  ministers, the need for supportive research to 
back up a certain decision might be less urgent than would be the case 
when the responsibility falls on one minister. In this case, the minister 
in charge might need research to support his decisions. The benefi t 
of  research in political terms is likely to be less if  the decision is 
shared by a number of  ministers. Moreover, when the portfolio of  the 
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 minister handling foreign trade diversifi es to include other issues such 
as industry or domestic trade, there is reduced need and time spent 
asking for research than if  the portfolio is restricted to foreign trade. 
Thus, the political weight of  research declines as the portfolio expands. 
The combination of  a culture more welcome to research in the second 
period with the regular interaction among policy makers and academ-
ics, together with the nature of  the institutional setup governing trade 
policy, has created a more conducive environment for the interaction 
between research and policy, especially in the 2001–2005 period where 
the foreign trade ministry was established on its own.

With regard to the institutional setup of  these two episodes, in the 
fi rst one—related to tariff  formulation—at the top there is a committee 
for tariffs that consists of  a number of  ministers and is chaired by the 
minister of  fi nance. Below this committee is one of  senior government 
offi cials from different ministries including the Ministry of  Finance, the 
Ministry of  Foreign Trade, and others. Any proposal (submitted by busi-
ness) related to tariff  change is submitted to the Ministry of  Finance, 
specifi cally to the committee chaired by the Minister of  Finance, which 
eventually passes it to the committee of  offi cials. Moreover, any political 
decision to reform tariffs has to be passed to those two committees to 
initiate such reform. For the negotiations of  the Egypt-EU Partner-
ship Agreement, in 1995 headed a team of  negotiators was formed by 
an ambassador from the Ministry of  Foreign Affairs. The team held 
491 hearings with different domestic stakeholders and 278 individuals 
who participated in the negotiations in different periods and meetings. 
The structure of  the negotiating team was not rigid but was fl exible 
depending on the needs of  the negotiations, although the head of  the 
negotiating team remained the same throughout the whole period of  
negotiations.

Section Four: Overview of  Trade Policy Developments in Egypt between 1990 
and 2005 with Special Focus on the Two Episodes

General Overview of  Egypt’s Foreign Trade Policy Status

Egypt has never been a major player in the world economy in terms 
of  trade, with the exception of  long staple cotton where it has a large 
market share. Its share of  total world exports as well as imports remains 
around 0.1% (WTO 2007). Its services trade performance has always 
been better than its merchandise trade performance. For example, Egypt 
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is listed among the world’s 40 largest exporters of  commercial services, 
but it has never appeared on the list of  merchandise goods. The rea-
son behind such a relatively advanced position for services compared 
to merchandise is the revenue from the Suez Canal, which is listed as 
transport exports and tourism. Hence Egypt enjoys a current account 
surplus and a chronic defi cit in its merchandise balance of  trade.

First Episode: Tariff  Formulation

Egyptian trade policy experienced magnifi cent changes between 1990 
and 2005 (Ghoneim and El-Mikawy 2003). The changes were all in the 
direction of  liberalisation, with few exceptions where some backtrack-
ing on such liberal moves was evident. For example, the non-weighted 
average tariff  rate declined from 42 percent in 1991 to 27 percent in 
1999 (from 31 percent to 21 percent if  tariff  peaks on alcoholic bever-
ages are excluded) and further to 20% in 2004 (WTO 2005). The fi rst 
wave of  tariff  cuts between 1991 and 1999 was largely a result of  the 
Economic Reform and Structural Adjustment Programme (ERSAP) 
that Egypt adopted jointly with the World Bank and the IMF starting 
in 1991 (WTO 1999; see also Table 3–1). The tariff  cuts implemented 
in 2004 were a unilateral initiative of  the government of  Egypt. That 
the fi rst episode under discussion represents an instrumental change is 
evident here where tariff  reductions and reforms have been spread over 
a long time. A large array of  non-tariff  barriers was removed between 
1991 and 1999 as part of  the trade policy reform package adopted 
within the ERSAP. Moreover, as a result of  the Uruguay Round, Egypt 
bound more than 98 percent of  its tariffs, compared to an average of  
73 percent for developing countries. With regard to the backtracking 
on trade liberalisation, in 1998 some 12 percent of  the tariff  lines had 
applied rates that exceeded their bound levels (WTO 1999).

A number of  reforms have been undertaken, including the reduc-
tion of  tariff  bands from 27 to 6 bands in 2004 (Helmy 2005). Other 
institutional and policy reforms related to customs reform have been 
taking place, although at a slower pace of  implementation, mainly for 
political and social reasons.

In general it can be argued that in the fi rst period (1990 to 2000) 
most of  the tariff  changes were a result of  international pressures com-
ing from Egypt’s commitments to the World Bank or the WTO. In the 
second period (2000 to 2005) the tariff  changes came as a result of  
completing international commitments and national initiatives as part 
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of  larger economic reform package and especially of  an expansionary 
fi scal policy to lift the Egyptian economy out of  its recession. The role 
of  research in this episode is investigated in the next two sections.

Second Episode: The Egypt-European Union Partnership Agreement 

Egypt’s trade relations with the EU date back to the 1970s, when 
the two countries signed the General Cooperation Agreement that 
guaranteed duty-free access of  Egyptian industrial exports (with few 
exceptions) to the EU, without granting any kind of  reciprocal treat-
ment for EU exports to Egypt. The framework governing trade relations 
between Egypt and the EU started to change dramatically after the 
announcement of  the Euro-Mediterranean Partnership (the Barcelona 
process) in 1995. A new regime began to govern the EU regional trade 
policies toward South Mediterranean countries, including Egypt. This 
new relationship was based on mutual duty-free access for industrial 
products and encompassed additional political, cultural, and social 
dimensions. Moreover, the Egypt-EU Partnership Agreement, which 
is the byproduct of  the Barcelona process, includes a new scheme for 
abolishing tariffs on the Egyptian side over a relatively long time span 
of  12 years (with the exception of  automobiles, whose liberalisation 

Table 3–1: Developments in Tariff  Rates in Egypt (1986–2005)

Year Maximum 
tariff  rate

Comments Simple 
average 

tariff

Coeffi cient 
of  variation 

of  tariff  
rates

Share of  
lines with 

international 
tariff  peaks

Share of  
lines with 
specifi c 
tariffs

1986 160%
1991 100%
1993 80% Short list of  

exceptions
1994 70% Short list of  

exceptions
1995 Not available Not available 38.6 165 72.8 1.2
1996–1997 55%, then 

50%
Short list of  
exceptions

1998 40% Short list of  
exceptions

26.8 127 52 9.5

2005 40% Short list of  
exceptions

19.3 148 26

Source: WTO (1999; 2005).
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extends beyond 12 years). The agreement to enter into a partnership 
agreement, and especially into a free trade area with the EU, represents 
a drastic move for Egypt as the EU is its largest trading partner in 
both exports and imports (representing a conceptual change). Hence, 
since the announcement of  the Barcelona declaration in 1995, Egypt 
has experienced a huge debate over the partnership agreement. The 
debate was not about whether to join the EU in a partnership agree-
ment or not, but about the terms and conditions of  tariff  abolishment, 
agricultural quotas, etc.

The partnership agreement represents a distinguished episode (in the 
context of  conceptual policy change) that is rich in interactions among 
the different stakeholders in the trade policy arena and is considered a 
specifi c case study, with a clear beginning and end. In the episode of  
the reduction and reform of  tariffs (instrumental policy change), the 
case is rather loose, with much vagueness regarding the stakeholders 
behind it, the interactions among different stakeholders, and between the 
stakeholders and the policy makers. The next two sections investigate 
whether research has played a role in shaping trade policy.

Section Five: Role of  Research in Formulating Trade Policy

As explained in Section Two, there are different types of  research 
that affect trade policy. There is the research produced by the min-
istry itself  and there is the research undertaken outside the ministry, 
whether by academics or by multilateral and bilateral donors or other 
 stakeholders.

The effect of  research on policy making in Egypt is not confi ned to 
ministers or their advisors reading studies and adopting some of  the 
recommendations therein. There exist other mechanisms by which 
research infl uences trade policy formulation, whether through ministers 
attending conferences or by ministries hiring academics as advisors, 
a case that shows how research can be diffused throughout the pro-
cess of  trade policy formulation, although indirectly. The minister of  
foreign trade who served from 2001 to 2004 came from an academic 
background and had two advisors with academic backgrounds, and his 
successor has a deputy who also comes from academic background. 
This link is often overlooked when assessing how research affects trade 
policy formulation.
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Did Research Infl uence Trade Policy Formulation?

Researching the fi rst episode included interviewing a number of  authors 
who have written on tariff  reform at different times. These interviews 
showed that research did not affect directly trade policy (see Kheir 
El-Dinn and El-Dersh 1992; Refaat 1999, 2003). According to Hanaa 
Kheir El-Din and Amal Refaat, their research was undertaken to assess 
an existing situation, and when they provided critiques or policy evalua-
tions, there was a time lag in implementing the resulting policy change 
and several issues they had referred to were ignored.4 For example, the 
continuing existence of  high tariffs on specifi c items (tariff  peaks) and 
the persistence of  high effective rates of  protection in several sectors 
were never explained by policy makers and have been dealt with very 
slowly in different tariff  reform programmes. However, the existence of  
tariff  lines exceeding the bound WTO rates that appeared in WTO’s 
trade policy reviews of  Egypt (WTO 1999; 2005) have been dealt with 
partially by policy makers with no clear indication that such changes 
happened as a result of  research published by WTO. In this episode, 
research deals with incident-based measures that provide some kind 
of  criticism on the prevailing tariff  structure and the loopholes of  
the system in place. The research usually suggests some sort of  policy 
reforms to reduce tariff  escalation or the effective rate of  protection 
or tariff  peaks, besides the reform of  customs-related measures. In 
most cases, the issues of  tariffs and customs reform, both in Egypt 
and other countries, are highly politically sensitive, and hence it is dif-
fi cult to predict that research would likely infl uence such reforms in a 
direct, linear manner. The research in this a situation is more likely to 
provide policy makers, among other consumers of  the research, with 
public awareness of  the negative implications of  the skewed system of  
tariffs in general.

Other studies undertaken by international organisations and bilateral 
donors, together with those written by domestic academics, might be 
used as evidence of  the distorted and high tariff  rates that used to be 
applied by the government. However, it is almost impossible to identify 
whether the published studies were used to exert pressure on policy 
makers. It can be safely argued that tariff  reductions and reforms have 
adopted some of  the suggestions and recommendations of  such studies 

4 Interviews with Hanaa Kheir El-Din and Amal Refaat.
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although in an incomplete form. The research produced by the min-
istry itself  is by nature biased and hence not likely to infl uence policy 
making. As argued above, the ministry’s research unit has been used 
to produce trends in exports, imports, etc., whereas the role of  the 
technical staff  has been geared to responding to the minister’s requests 
and summarising what has been produced by other studies. Hence, it 
is unlikely that the in-house research has positively affected the policy-
making process. The change of  the institutional setup to allow more 
input from different stakeholders and especially the business community 
in the second period (2000 to 2005) could have played a role in trans-
mitting research fi ndings to policy makers. This is an important issue 
especially because the second period coincided with the rise of  a new 
segment of  the business community that is export oriented and has 
always been pressing the government for tariff  reduction on its inputs. 
The research fi ndings helped to enrich the dialogue between the busi-
ness community and policy makers. Moreover, the issue of  consumers’ 
interests started to gain more importance in the second period, when 
high tariffs sometimes worked against such interests and thus policy 
makers used research fi ndings to protect consumer interests whenever 
it was necessary to unblock the position of  some lobbies.

To analyse the second episode, the head of  the negotiating team that 
negotiated the partnership agreement was interviewed.5 He revealed 
interesting insights on the role of  research in formulating trade policy. 
He reported that research undertaken in relation to the partnership 
agreement was, in many cases, heavily politicised, signalling the loss of  
credibility. He pointed out that researchers even in some international 
organisations changed the models they apply or the data they use to 
reach certain results that can help policy makers by backing up their 
arguments. As a result he learned it was most important to differentiate 
between ‘good’ and ‘bad’ research. His ability to draw this distinction 
improved over time and benefi ted from consultation with different 
stakeholders. Furthermore, he declared that he learned a lot from the 
research and that his negotiating positions were affected by the research 
produced by both local think tanks and international organisations. 
The role of  research in affecting trade policy in this episode profi ted 

5 Interview with Ambassador Gamal Bayoumi, the head of  the Egypt-EU Partner-
ship Agreement negotiating team. The international organisations and the research 
undertaken are not identifi ed for confi dentiality reasons.
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from an environment conducive to the interaction between research 
and policy referred to earlier. In fact, policy makers needed research 
in order to start the public debate on this issue. In other words, it can 
be argued that research was driven by supply as well as by demand in 
this area, compared to the fi rst episode in which research was mainly 
oriented toward supply. The only demand-driven aspect of  the fi rst 
episode was the investigation of  the impact of  tariff  cuts on the gov-
ernment revenue.

Hence, the infl uence of  research on trade policy formulation differs 
according to time and issue investigated. In the second period (2000 to 
2005) and the second half  of  the fi rst period (1995 to 2000), research 
seems to have been relatively more infl uential in affecting trade policy 
formulation than in the fi rst half  of  the fi rst period. This might be 
due to the creation of  a more conducive environment for research, 
the proliferation of  research by outside the ministry, better interaction 
among policy makers and researchers, and advancements in informa-
tion technology that facilitated the dissemination of  research. If  the 
infl uence of  research is distinguished by episodes, research can be seen 
to have had relatively more infl uence in the second episode (Egypt-EU 
Partnership Agreement) than in the fi rst episode (tariff  reductions). 
The reasons behind the different impacts of  research on trade policy 
formulation are tackled in Section Six.

Section Six: Assessment of  the Role of  Research in the Formulation of  
Trade Policy

Assessing the role of  research in formulating trade policy is a daunting 
task. Many variables affect the formulation of  trade policy, research 
being just one of  them; hence to be able to disentangle the effects of  
research in the formulation of  trade policy from the effects of  other vari-
ables is most diffi cult (see Chapter 8 for a similar argument). In addition, 
the technological advances (in terms of  internet), changes in institutional 
setup, and administrative developments (in terms of  the proliferation 
of  technical offi ces) might affect the assessment in comparing the two 
periods and the two episodes under discussion here. This assessment 
begins with an analysis of  the episodes based on empirical evidence 
when available, interviews with researchers, government offi cials, and 
members of  the business community, and my own impression. It then 
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moves from this micro-level analysis to a more general assessment of  
how research affects policy.

The Two Episodes

The two episodes showed that research has affected policy, although in 
different forms. The effect of  research in the second episode (the Egypt-
EU Partnership Agreement) was direct and clear, whereas its impact in 
the fi rst episode (tariff  formulation) was non-linear and suffered from 
time lags. The differences in the infl uence of  research on trade policy 
formulation arise from a number of  several factors, including the nature 
of  problem investigated, the signifi cance of  the policy change, and the 
institutional setup. In the fi rst episode, policy change was an ongoing 
process and political lobbies coordinated with policy makers in a rela-
tively non-transparent manner. In the second episode, policy change 
was a once-for-all change, so there had to be enough time for debate, 
which thus allowed more time for research to infl uence policy, and the 
role of  lobbies was evident in a relatively more transparent manner than 
in the fi rst episode. The nature of  the second episode (being limited in 
time and having a starting and ending point in terms of  implementa-
tion), combined with the favourable developments on the institutional 
front, marked a clearer role played by research in affecting policy that 
fed back in the terms of  negotiations adopted by the Egyptian team 
with the EU. Representing some form of  conceptual policy change 
where policy, business, and research circles are hungry for research and 
information, research seemed to play an important role in affecting 
policy. The fi rst episode, representing some form of  instrumental policy 
change where the process has no clear time dimension, is subject to 
multiple political pressures, and has several social implications, showed 
that research is handicapped in capturing all such variables in one 
equation. Nevertheless, the published local research and international 
reports recommendations seem to have been adopted in a partial man-
ner over the years when tariff  reforms (as shown in Table 3–1) seem to 
have responded to the concerns fl agged in different studies, although 
with a time lag. The effect of  whether research is driven by supply or 
demand seems to affect the speed of  adopting some of  the research 
recommendations. The research in the second episode was driven by 
both demand and supply and hence its outcome was highly circulated 
and debated, whereas in the fi rst episode it was merely supply driven 
and hence did not experience high circulation rates.
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General Assessment of  How Research Infl uences Trade Policy in the Egyptian 
Context

Using the framework developed by the Oversees Development Insti-
tute Julius Court and John Young (2004) concluded that in the Middle 
East–North Africa region there is a weak link between research and 
policy where policy makers often neglect the research fi ndings, and 
there is a missing link between academics and policy makers. In 
fact, this fi nding contradicts with the severe need of  research fi ndings 
expressed by policy makers in the developing countries as stated by 
Lyn Squire (2002). However, the case of  Egypt is slightly different: 
the link between policy makers and academics has been evident and 
was signifi cantly strengthened in the second period, compared to the 
fi rst period (for example, as explained above, by ministers attending 
academic conferences, acting as discussants for relevant papers, or 
even participating in workshops). However, the research fi ndings often 
take time to be implemented by policy makers and in some cases are 
completely ignored, which is normal as research fi ndings often do not 
take into consideration the sociopolitical context. Personal contacts 
between researchers and trade ministers in Egypt have proved to be 
effective (see Eremenko and Lisenkova 2004 for a similar argument in 
Ukraine). Most of  the research undertaken has focussed on incident-
based measures that need to be considered to improve the process of  
trade policy formulation. In most cases, despite focussing on incident-
based measures, research has depended largely on empirical evidence 
or outcome-based measures, whether comparing trade data for Egypt 
over a time span or undertaking cross-country analysis.

With regard to research undertaken by the ministry, its impact 
throughout the two periods (1990 to 2000 and 2000 to 2005) has 
remained modest to a large extent. Despite access to internet, which 
increased the fl ow of  information available to the researchers, they 
did not use it effectively. This is a result of  several reasons, including 
a lack of  incentives (since they are government offi cials who are paid 
regardless of  how well they fulfi l their job), a low level of  English 
profi ciency, neglect from the ministers, and the gradual substitution 
of  government researchers by technical offi ce staff. Hence the role of  
the research department did not change much in the two periods in 
terms of  producing statistical data without in-depth analysis. However, 
the two episodes of  tariff  formulation and the Egypt-EU Partnership 
Agreement did not depend on this type of  research. Moreover, in 2000 
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and 2002 the Ministry of  Foreign Trade published four booklets on 
the partnership agreement in Arabic to disseminate information; these 
were free of  charge and circulated in all academic and policy-oriented 
circles.

Research carried out by different ministry departments was also lim-
ited in terms of  its effectiveness, as rather than undertake real research 
those departments simply published their achievements and their roles. 
With regard to research carried out at the request of  the minister, one 
example relates to Egypt’s export promotion strategy, which dates back 
to 1995, when the Ministry of  Supply and Trade provided a 20-year 
strategy up until 2017 through its export promotion centre (established 
in 1979). Neither the rates of  export growth or sectors targeted in this 
strategy had any scientifi c basis for the rates of  growth of  exports, 
which ranged between 10 percent annual growth rate for the fi rst fi ve 
years and reached 16 percent annual increase in the last fi ve years) (see 
WTO 1999). In 2000, the minister instructed his staff  at the technical 
offi ce to disregard the old export promotion strategy and collaborate 
with the Foreign Trade Sector affi liated to the ministry to develop a 
new one. Again, neither the rates of  growth nor the sectors targeted 
had any scientifi c basis. In 2004 when the newly appointed minister 
completely ignored both export promotion strategies and asked for 
yet another new one; the project was assigned to one of  the bilateral 
donors and subcontracted to domestic and international consultants. 
Neither of  the two episodes under discussion in this chapter depended 
on this type of  research.

The amount of  research undertaken by the ministry’s technical staff  
in conjunction with affi liated organisations increased dramatically, and 
its role has been comparatively effective in relation to the other two types 
of  in-house research. This is thanks to the proliferation of  technical 
offi ces with capable staff  profi cient in English and with good exposure 
to the business community and academia. However, as mentioned 
earlier, the type of  research is often constrained by lack of  time and is 
undertaken according to the urgent needs of  the minister. There is no 
research agenda developed at the beginning of  each year or any kind of  
strategic research conducted systematically. Most of  the research is done 
on the minister’s demand, as needed, on short notice, and is a collec-
tion of  existing studies on a particular topic. Such research might have 
affected the process of  policy making; however, because the research is 
unpublished, its effectiveness cannot be confi rmed. Moreover, in many 
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cases this type of  research was simply a summary of  work conducted 
elsewhere and hence cannot be considered actual research.

The amount of  research produced by international donors increased 
in both quantity and quality from the fi rst period to the second. This 
was partly thanks to the comparatively increased importance of  trade 
policy in the second period, as a result of  the establishment of  the WTO 
in 1995 and the need to implement its agreements, and partly the result 
of  increased attention to Egypt entering into a partnership agreement 
with the EU in 2004 as well as to the negotiations with the U.S. to 
start a free trade area. However, one of  the problems of  such research 
is that it remains confi dential, as required either by the sponsor or the 
ministry, so that it is diffi cult to determine how it affects trade policy 
formulation. This has negative impact on the dissemination of  ideas 
and on the need to build consensus to support or refute such research 
outcomes. The interviews conducted for this study showed that this 
type of  research was very evident during the second episode, whereas 
its impact on trade policy has not been clear. The effect of  this type of  
research was more evident in the second episode than in the fi rst.

The research capacity of  other stakeholders, such as the Federation 
of  Egyptian Industries and the business associations, did not improve 
much over the two time periods. However, in the second a number of  
businesspeople started to establish their own research units, and hired 
academics to research particular topics. This was evident in the case 
of  at least two businessmen, who are members of  Parliament and 
need data to support their suggestions in the business community and 
Parliament.

Finally, think tanks and research institutes have diversifi ed the agendas 
of  both their research and their partners. An effective union of  research 
institutes, donors, business community, and policy makers formed during 
the second period. In many cases the policy implications in the research 
studies have been implemented by policy makers, including, for example, 
the upgrading of  international standards, the harmonisation of  tariff  
levels, the cutting of  red tape, and other issues related to trade policy 
that were mentioned in several studies during the second half  of  the 
1990s and were implemented between 2000 and 2005. Domestic think 
tanks and research institutes have been effective in affecting trade policy, 
as has been evident in the second episode.

In general, one of  the main obstacles that adversely affects the impact 
of  research on the formulation of  trade policy is the fact that research 
often ignores political aspects, the power of  lobby groups, public opinion, 
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and the media (for a similar argument, although in a general context, 
see Ajakaiye 2005 and references therein). Another main obstacle that 
affects the good marriage between research and trade policy formulation 
is that research might provide a good analysis of  the problem at hand, 
but often fails to provide a realistic, pragmatic solution to solve such a 
problem (for a similar argument but in a general context, see Edwards 
2004). In many cases, researchers fail to get a sense of  the reality, 
either because they are armchair economists or because they cannot 
have access to the political economy dimensions of  the problem they 
are researching due to confi dentiality or the reluctance of  government 
offi cials to provide them with the necessary information. Moreover, there 
has always been this type of  love-hate relationship between academics 
and government offi cials, which is rooted in the Egyptian culture: they 
often claim to respect each other but in reality academics claim that 
government offi cials are narrow minded and government offi cials claim 
that academics live in their own world, which has nothing to do with 
reality (for a similar argument applied to the Latin American context, 
see Aninat del Solar and Botto 2006). Furthermore, it is often the 
case, although this has relatively improved signifi cantly, that research 
fi ndings are not conducted in a manner digestible to policy makers or 
the public.

In trying to explain the impact of  research on trade policy formula-
tion, at least in shaping incident-based measures, this chapter uses the 
framework developed by de Vibe, Hovland, and Young (2002) because 
the Egyptian case fi ts their argument. De Vibe and her colleagues argue 
that the following assumptions are invalid: the link between research 
and policy is a linear one where research infl uences policy in a one-way 
process, there is a clear divide between researchers and policy makers, 
and knowledge is confi ned to a set of  specifi c fi ndings. The Egyptian 
case study fi ts the alternative framework, which they suggest argues 
that the link between research and policy is complex and dynamic. 
This framework recognises several stylised facts that appear in the 
Egyptian context, including the fact that the link between policy and 
research is shaped by multiple relations and a reservoir of  knowledge 
(as is the case of  hiring academics as advisors). It also recognises that 
‘although research may not have direct infl uence on specifi c policies, 
the production of  research may still exert a powerful indirect infl uence 
through introducing new terms and shaping the policy discourse’ (8): 
the research that was produced affected the incident-based measures, 
although not immediately. Certainly the alternative framework fi ts the 
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second episode more than the fi rst, where the whole Egyptian social, 
cultural, institutional, and political structure allowed for. According to 
de Vibe and her colleagues (8), Carol Weiss (1977) ‘describes this as 
a process of  “percolation”, in which research fi ndings and concepts 
circulate and are gradually fi ltered through various policy networks’. 
Such fi ltration might take place through the role of  advisors with aca-
demic backgrounds, the impact of  the media in policy advocacy, or the 
participation of  ministers in academic conferences and workshops. The 
increasing infl uence of  research on trade policy in the second period, 
compared to the fi rst, was confi rmed by a number of  interviews with 
senior government offi cials and staff  members of  aid donors’.6

Conclusion and Policy Implications

In Egypt, research is not well appreciated in all the forms discussed here. 
For example, the World Development Report 2005 identifi ed that only 
0.2% of  gross domestic product (GDP) in Egypt is devoted to research 
and development (World Bank 2005). However, trade policy has been 
one of  the areas that has benefi ted signifi cantly from research abundance 
if  compared to other fi elds. The problem in Egypt might have been a 
lack of  research in the early 1990s, when data were not available, and 
the international and domestic contexts were not hungry for research, 
a situation that has changed dramatically since 1995. For Egypt, the 
main problem in this regard lies in the absence of  consistent, sustain-
able type of  institutional setup that bridges research and policy. Many 
of  the conventional problems related to the absence of  a strong link 
between research and policy in developing countries have been explored 
by Julius Court and John Young (2003) and by Diana Stone, Simon 
Maxwell, and Michael Keating (2001), who have tackled issues related 
to the political culture, external infl uences, the role of  lobby groups, 
and a lack of  understanding other political context by researchers—all 
of  which apply to Egypt to a large extent when dealing with role of  
research in trade policy formulation.

That said, the link between research and policy has improved signifi -
cantly. However, the strength of  the link varies according to the prefer-
ences of  the individual minister in charge, and it remains evident that 

6 Six interviews were conducted with senior government offi cials, staff  members of  
donor organisations, and former advisors to ministers of  trade.
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the selection of  evidence provided by this research is based on political 
and social reasons (for example, in many studies the negative impact 
of  engagement in a specifi c RTA has been identifi ed, yet the minister 
proceeded with the negotiations for that agreement). The second epi-
sode of  the Egypt-EU Partnership Agreement showed that research 
can be heavily politicised and thus should be dealt with prudently. The 
fi rst episode of  tariff  formulation showed that the impact of  research 
on policy might take several years to be considered, and it is not clear 
what type of  channels are used to link research and policy. However, in 
the end, it seems from research fi ndings and policies implemented that 
there are several similarities. The differences between the two episodes, 
whether in terms of  being instrumental or conceptual change, time 
dimension, or change of  institutional setup, explain that the role of  
research in affecting policy cannot be understood without accounting 
for such aspects. Besides the lack of  a sustainable institutional setup that 
governs the relationship between research and trade policy formula-
tion, lack of  transparency explains the limited understanding of  why 
some research fi ndings are well taken as supporting evidence for policy 
actions while others are not. The distinction between the two episodes 
emphasised that the role of  the demand and supply of  research seem 
to play an infl uential role on the speed and circulation of  the research 
in policy circles. Whenever the research is driven by demand, the fi nd-
ings—especially if  in line with policy makers’ intentions—seem to have 
a high circulation rate and expectedly more infl uence.

Moreover, the Egyptian experience identifi ed that research affects 
trade policy in different manners through choosing ministers, deputy 
ministers, and advisors from the academic community, which has a 
positive spillover effect on the marriage between research and trade 
policy formulation, even if  undertaken indirectly. Moreover, the tradition 
of  ministers attending the opening sessions and acting as discussants 
in academic conferences and workshops has indirectly increased the 
impact of  research on trade policy formulation.

To sum up, the infl uence of  research on trade policy formulation has 
been evident and has gained strength over time, where a number of  
incident-based measures that have taken place since 2000 were based 
on research fi ndings. The detection of  the exact causality between 
such research fi ndings and policy implications remains an impossible 
task (as seen in the fi rst episode of  tariff  formulation); however, the 
experience of  Egypt shows that research has had a stronger infl uence 
on trade policy, even though the channels might be indirect or there 
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might be a time lag. The extent of  the infl uence of  research on trade 
policy formulation differs by time, institutional setup, and the episode 
investigated. What remains missing in linking research and trade policy 
formulation is the identifi cation of  a sustainable institutional setup that 
can ensure that such link is not created in an ad hoc manner and that 
there is a systematic way of  undertaking research that is needed by 
policy makers while ensuring the credibility of  research.
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Appendix

Working Papers Produced by the Economic Research Forum (1994–2003)

Year Total 
number of  

papers

Papers on 
trade

Trade 
papers on 
Egypt only

Trade papers on 
Egypt and other 

countries

Trade papers on 
other countries

1994 20 5 1 2 2
1995 30 6 1 2 3
1996 40 13 0 6 7
1997 20 6 0 3 3
1998 20 9 0 6 3
1999 40 10 4 3 3
2000 40 16 3 7 6
2001 40 8 1 1 6
2002 40 8 1 2 5
2003 40 4 1 2 1
Total 330 85 12 34 39

Source: Compiled by author.

www.eces.org.eg/Publications/Index3.asp?11=4&12=1&13=115
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www.eces.org.eg/Publications/Index3.asp?11=4&12=1&13=98
www.eces.org.eg/Publications/Index3.asp?11=4&12=1&13=98
www.gdnet.org/pdf/Bridging.pdf
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Working Papers Produced by the Egyptian Center for Economic Studies 
(1996–2005)

Year Total 
number of  

papers

Papers on 
trade

Trade 
papers on 
Egypt only

Trade papers on 
Egypt and other 

countries

Trade papers on 
other countries

1996 8 4 2 0 2
1997 13 7 6 1 0
1998 13 3 3 0 0
1999 5 2 2 0 0
2000 11 2 0 1 1
2001 16 5 1 1 3
2002 11 2 0 2 0
2003 15 6 2 2 2
2004 8 1 1 0 0
2005 10 3 1 1 1
Total 110 35 18 8 9

Source: Compiled by author.



CHAPTER SEVEN

RESEARCH UPTAKE IN AN INSTITUTIONALIZED 
 SETTING: THE CASE OF TRADE FACILITATION IN INDIA

Abhijit Das

A key challenge for trade negotiators and trade policy makers in for-
mulating a country’s negotiating strategy in multilateral and bilateral 
trade negotiations lies in identifying and reconciling diverse range of  
interests of  stakeholders. To illustrate, lowering the customs duty on 
raw materials is likely to be supported by industries downstream that 
would benefi t from using cheaper raw materials. However, domestic 
producers of  raw materials would oppose reducing the tariff  on these 
products to avoid losing market share or experiencing price suppression 
or depression on account of  cheaper imports. Thus, the same measure—
lowering the customs tariff  in this case—would affect different segments 
of  stakeholders differently. This is likely to result in different groups of  
stakeholders seeking to infl uence trade policy in different directions, 
often confl icting with each other. 

While the above example of  a divergent impact of  a reduction in 
customs tariff  on stakeholders can be viewed as being simplistic, there 
is hardly any subject in international trade negotiations that does not 
involve a clash of  interests in the domestic economy. Before a particular 
trade policy option can be decided, this issue requires a comprehensive 
examination so that the various interests involved are properly weighed 
and a balanced position can be worked out in the best interest of  the 
country as a whole. There may also be a need to weight the short- 
and long-term interests of  the domestic economy. Such a detailed 
examination of  trade issues must be based on economic and social 
considerations, with a view to the various interests and linkages among 
different aspects of  the economy as well as to overall macroeconomic 
factors. it calls for serious research and wide consultations with different 
government bodies, interest groups, and economic operators. 

While the crucial role of  research in infl uencing trade policy is uni-
versally recognised, few specifi c instances, particularly in developing 
countries, can be cited in which research led to changes in trade policy. 
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Existing literature on the role of  research on trade policy changes in 
the developing world focuses on two aspects: why there exists a need 
for research by developing countries when a signifi cant amount of  such 
research is being done by the developed world, and whether there have 
been occasions when research by developing countries has infl uenced 
trade policies. 

Regarding the fi rst issue, a paper by Arvind Panagariya (1999) high-
lights the need for research by developing countries in the context of  
World Trade Organization (WTO) negotiations. The author argues 
that given the far-reaching implications of  the decisions made under 
the auspices of  the WTO, the need for continually conducting research 
and developing long-term strategies is extremely important. Developed 
country members of  the WTO such as the United States and the Euro-
pean Union take such research very seriously and, by the time they are 
ready to place a subject on the WTO agenda, have conducted numerous 
studies on it. Furthermore, according to Panagariya, developed countries 
also promote research in multilateral organisations on the impact that 
negotiations would have on developing countries. 

Panagariya (1999) points out that developing countries heavily 
depend on the World Bank for research on WTO-related issues that 
concern them.1 He argues that this dependence might be risky because 
at crucial moments during the negotiations, these institutions promote 
the notion that the interests of  developed and developing countries are 
in harmony. While this may be true to some extent in matters such 
as trade liberalisation, when it comes to issues such as the Agreement 
on Trade-Related Intellectual Property Rights (TRIPS) and the social 
and environmental clauses in the WTO, the interests of  the two sets 
of  countries are in direct confl ict. He concludes that it is absolutely 
essential for developing countries to be able to critically examine the 
research disseminated by such institutions and also supplement it by 
research they have themselves conducted. 

In a similar vein Mbekeani Kennedy, Taimoon Stewart, and Nguyen 
Thang (2003) argue that what developing countries lack is not skilled 
and tenacious negotiators but the capacity to analyse and understand 
their own interests in trade negotiations. According to them, poor 

1 For example, a US$5 million trust fund was created at the World Bank by the 
United Kingdom with the principal objective to do research on the implications of  the 
round for developing countries and to help them prepare for the negotiations. 
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countries suffer a knowledge defi cit. Unlike developed countries, they 
have not developed the aggregations of  scholars, interest groups, non-
governmental organisations (NGOs), and professional public servants 
that work to generate the hard facts and policy prescriptions informing 
policy making. Hence the authors point out that the best and urgent 
course for developing countries is to correct their knowledge defi cit 
with timely, policy-relevant research. They cite three examples of  where 
research might infl uence or might have infl uenced policy.

The fi rst example is that of  research by CARICOM, the Caribbean 
Community and Common Market, into the benefi ts of  cartels in some 
situations in small economies. According to Mbekeani, Stewart, and 
Thang (2003), this research might be useful for CARICOM negotia-
tors when they address competition questions at the WTO. They also 
cite the example of  the research being carried out by members of  
the Southern Africa Development Community (SADC) on the links 
between trade development and poverty reduction. They point out 
that armed with the right research, the SADC governments can align 
their trade policies and negotiating positions with their own develop-
ment programmes. The fi nal example is of  Vietnam, which is in the 
process of  negotiating its accession to the WTO. According to the 
authors, research by the country has helped this process. On the basis 
of  these three examples, Mbekeani, Stewart, and Thang conclude that 
if  trade liberalisation is to serve the real interests of  the poor people 
in developing countries, the hard facts of  those interests will have to 
be understood more thoroughly and shared more widely, and this is 
possible only through proper research by the countries concerned.

Debapriya Bhattacharya (2005) also argues that in order to negoti-
ate successfully in the current multilateral trading system it is essential 
for less developed countries to have, along with good negotiation skills, 
thoughtful planning and preparation based on good research and analy-
sis. He cites the example of  Bangladesh’s ability to identify through 
research the necessity of  preference on the movement of  service suppli-
ers under mode four of  the General Agreement on Trade in Services 
(GATS). As a result Bangladesh emphasised this issue during the WTO 
ministerial in Cancun and succeeded in achieving its recognition in the 
fi nal draft of  the ministerial declaration.

On the aspect regarding whether research has actually had an 
impact on trade policy changes, a paper by Shantayanan Devarajan 
and Sherman Robinson (2002) discusses how research supported by 
computable general equilibrium (CGE) modelling affected the way 
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the North American Free Trade Agreement (NAFTA) evolved. From 
the start of  NAFTA negotiations CGE models were used both in the 
negotiating process and in the political debate over the approval of  the 
fi nal debate. Many single-country, multi-country models and industrial 
and sectoral studies were developed to analyse the potential effects of  
NAFTA. The authors highlight how the CGE models played a sig-
nifi cant role in raising the concerns of  Mexico regarding agricultural 
liberalisation and increased sensitivity on both the U.S. and Mexican 
sides, which led to the fi nal NAFTA agreement providing 15 years for 
implementation of  the provisions for agriculture.

An excellent example of  how research can infl uence trade policy is 
that of  the Latin American Trade Network (LATN). Research by the 
LATN on export promotion policies identifi ed ‘margins for manoeuvre’ 
within the agreements signed as part of  the Uruguay round of  trade 
negotiations, which have subsequently helped the Latin American 
countries. An LATN research paper also helped Argentina to resolve 
the dispute regarding competitive imports from Brazil in the footwear 
sector.

Yet another paper on how research might have an infl uence on 
Argentina’s trade policies is an analysis by Valeria Iglesias (2004). The 
study surveys policy makers in the two main ministries associated with 
the country’s foreign trade decision making and also distinguished 
senior and semi-senior researchers in the fi eld of  foreign trade. The 
study found that the introduction of  the Global Trade Analysis Project 
(GTAP) approach was an advancement. Iglesias maintained that the 
infl uence of  research on policy was highest for those policies where 
the scope for major changes was limited, whereas major trade deci-
sions were fundamentally political decisions taken at the highest level 
of  the executive branch. The study basically found that in Argentina 
local research has not had much infl uence on the trade liberalisation 
process. It puts forth a few factors on how research might be able to 
infl uence policy, namely the relevance of  the subject in the political 
agenda, the inclusion of  policy proposals, and the use of  appropriate 
methodological approaches as well as objectivity of  research.

The Global Development Network (GDN) has been exploring the 
link between research and policy on the basis of  an analysis of  case 
studies. One of  the case studies looked at South Africa’s Trade and 
Industrial Policy Secretariat (TIPS), which was set up as a clearing-
house for policy-relevant and academically credible research, with the 
Department of  Trade and Industry (DTI) as its main client. It has been 



 the case of trade facilitation in india 185

argued that although the impact of  research by TIPS on policy making 
is still small, there have been two main areas in which that impact has 
been felt. The fi rst is in the area of  policy formulation. For example, 
DTI has been under pressure to obtain information on South Africa’s 
trade with different partners as an input into negotiations on potential 
free trade agreements. It has been argued that TIPS has laboured to 
respond to this need, using its extensive database on trade. TIPS has 
also infl uenced policy deliberations by expanding the frontiers of  debate, 
especially those regarding trade and industrial policy in South Africa. 
The success of  TIPS in infl uencing policy could be attributed to the 
fact that it is directly accountable to one government department, as 
opposed to a broader policy-responsive approach. Another contribut-
ing factor is that although research may be commissioned from TIPS 
at the behest of  policy makers, there is no guarantee that it will be 
effectively used.2 

Linkages among research, policy, and implementation are very 
complex in a  democracy such as India (Das 2006). Despite the com-
plexities involved, there is substantial evidence to indicate that research 
undertaken by the India Programme of  the United Nations Conference 
on Trade and Development (UNCTAD) through its ‘Strategies and 
Preparedness for Trade and Globalisation in India’ project has been 
successful in infl uencing trade policy and the policy-making process. 
This project is a joint initiative of  UNCTAD, the United Kingdom’s 
Department for International Development (DFID), and India’s Minis-
try of  Commerce and Industry, and is aimed at trade-related capacity 
building. It seeks to assist India’s trade negotiators in improving their 
understanding of  pro-poor aspects of  trade negotiations and is helping 
to create deep and sustained human and institutional capacity within 
the stakeholders for analysing issues relating to trade and globalisa-
tion. Apart from undertaking trade-related research requested by the 
Indian government, the project also supports research by its partners on 
specifi c issues that have a strong pro-poor impact. In order to inform 
stakeholders of  developments relating to trade negotiations, it organises 
regular stakeholder consultations, which have become an important 
mechanism for evaluating different negotiating options and building 
consensus among stakeholders. The wide dissemination of  research 
and trade-related information in local Indian languages is another 

2 GDN, Policy and Research in South Africa. 
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important activity undertaken b the project. Overall, it has sought to 
create linkages among policy makers, stakeholders, and researchers so 
that pro-poor concerns inform trade policy making. The experience 
gained by the project is illustrated in the rest of  this chapter through 
specifi c research initiatives, which provide important lessons on the role 
and relevance of  research in trade policy changes. 

The remaining part of  this chapter is organised as follows: in the 
second section it looks at the role of  research in signifi cantly infl uenc-
ing India’s negotiating position on trade facilitation at the WTO. The 
third section discusses how research undertaken by the project in the 
context of  free trade negotiations not only was able to infl uence India’s 
negotiating approach, but also helped introduce important changes in 
the process of  trade policy formulation. In the fourth section the paper 
examines the research initiative relating to super regional cumulation 
and seeks to identify reasons why there was no uptake of  this research 
in the policy process. In the last section, based on these three research 
episodes, the paper attempts to weave a coherent framework of  certain 
dimensions and factors which might determine when research might 
be able to infl uence trade policy making. As a word of  caution, the 
framework needs to be tested for further refi nement.

Research on the Trade Facilitation Problems of  Indian Exporters: 
Reasons for the Success of  Research in Infl uencing Approaches to Negotiations

As part of  the Doha work programme of  the WTO, countries are 
actively engaged in negotiating rules for trade facilitation covering issues 
such as goods in transit, fees and formalities connected with import and 
export, and the transparency of  trade regulations and appeal proce-
dures. India’s position on trade facilitation has shifted signifi cantly from 
an inward-looking defensive approach to an outward-oriented approach 
directed toward addressing the problems faced by its exporters in 
important foreign markets. Research undertaken by the UNCTAD India 
Programme was crucial in bringing about this shift. This section thus 
starts by looking at India’s approach to trade facilitation negotiations 
during the initial phase, until about December 2004. Thereafter, the 
research on the trade facilitation problems of  Indian exporters supported 
by the project is described in brief. Subsequently, this section looks at 
how the research fi ndings were disseminated among the stakeholders. 
Based on the feedback from the stakeholders, the recommendations of  
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the research were translated into specifi c negotiating proposals. This 
section concludes by looking at this experience from the view of  iden-
tifying the underlying factors when research can infl uence and change 
a country’s overall approach to negotiations on an issue.

WTO Trade Facilitation Negotiations: India’s Approach in the Initial Phase

At the WTO’s Doha ministerial in 2001 and subsequently at the Cancun 
ministerial in 2003, India strongly opposed initiating negotiations on 
trade facilitation. India’s minister for commerce and industry stated at 
Cancun that ‘multilateral rules, binding in nature, in respect of  trade 
facilitation   . . . would entail high costs for developing countries’ ( Jaitley 
2003). This statement provided the basic underpinning of  India’s opposi-
tion to trade facilitation negotiations, which was consistently articulated 
at various meetings of  WTO’s Council for Trade in Goods, the relevant 
body for discussions on trade facilitation issues until August 2004. 

At the Council for Trade in Goods, although India recognised the 
benefi ts of  trade facilitation, it nonetheless believed that trade facilitation 
measures were best left to WTO members for autonomous implemen-
tation, so as to be in tune with their own needs and priorities.3 India 
felt that it was in the developing countries’ interests to progress slowly 
in order to be able to balance cost and benefi ts of  trade facilitation 
according to their ability and technological and institutional infrastruc-
ture. Furthermore, as a number of  issues related to trade facilitation 
in nature but arose from existing agreements remained to be resolved, 
India was wary of  getting into new areas. It maintained that develop-
ing countries in particular would require a fl exible approach when 
harmonising their national systems with international guidelines, as 
opposed to conforming to a set of  binding obligations. Progressive trade 
facilitation and integration would be a better option than one that led 
to a loss of  policy autonomy and caused additional institutional bur-
dens for developing countries. Implementation costs were also a very 
important factor for consideration. 

In short, India’s position on trade facilitation negotiations appeared to 
be characterised by an inward-oriented policy approach with concerns 
about the loss of  policy space and implementation costs arising out 
of  multilateral rules. Its approach also indicated a marked absence of  

3 This paragraph is based mostly on the minutes of  the meeting of  Council for 
Trade in Goods held on 12–13 June 2003 (WTO 2003).
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viewing trade facilitation negotiations as a vehicle for addressing some 
of  the problems faced by Indian exporters in foreign markets. 

Trade Facilitation Problems for Indian Exporters

At the request of  the Ministry of  Commerce and Industry, the project 
supported research into identifying trade facilitation problems faced by 
Indian exporters in selected destination countries. Prior to the research, 
the Indian government did not have a clear idea of  the specifi c needs 
and priorities of  its exporters in the context of  trade facilitation negotia-
tions and no comprehensive information base existed, although certain 
anecdotal evidence was available. 

The research on trade facilitation problems of  Indian exporters was 
undertaken between January and June 2005. It included an extensive 
literature survey, a primary survey of  278 Indian exporters from a list of  
selected products and sectors in 13 cities, and a visit to two EU ports for 
a fi rst-hand observation of  trade procedures. Discussions were also held 
with 22 bodies dealing with export development, 47 trade intermediaries 
(logistics companies), and small and medium-sized enterprise clusters in 
different cities. Eleven case studies of  actual problems faced by Indian 
exporters were analysed in detail, drawn from interviews with key play-
ers. In order to ensure that the study remained relevant for purposes 
of  WTO negotiations, India’s key negotiator on trade facilitation was 
closely involved with the research. The overall endeavour was intended 
to lead to a realistic refl ection of  problems faced by Indian exporters 
and not merely remain theoretical in orientation and analysis. 

The research fi ndings were fi nalised after obtaining the feedback from 
the government. Based on the issues identifi ed in the study, it was sug-
gested that negotiating proposals could be made on following issues:

• Uniform application of  procedures by sub-national authorities and 
the use of  common minimum standards;

• Adherence to similar procedures for disseminating trade alerts and 
taking remedial measures or rectifi cations;

• Introduction of  normative tariffs or ceilings for charges levied by pri-
vate operators providing services for import or export clearances;

• Creation of  trade enquiry points at the sector level; and
• Establishment of  procedures with internationally approved agencies 

for confi rmatory tests in the case of  detention.
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The Dissemination and Validation of  the Research Results 

In order to validate the results of  the study on trade facilitation, the 
main fi ndings of  research were disseminated as background material 
and discussed at great length in a national-level stakeholder consulta-
tion organised jointly by the project, the Ministry of  Commerce and 
Industry, and customs authorities. The latter would have the ultimate 
responsibility of  implementing the results of  trade facilitation nego-
tiations, which might require changes in domestic infrastructure and 
related procedures. 

A wide cross-section of  stakeholders was invited to participate in 
the consultation, which was held on 18 August 2005. These included 
representatives from industry, trade, freight forwarders, custom house 
associations, export promotion bodies, and academia as well as experts 
connected with this fi eld. This ensured wide dissemination and valida-
tion of  the fi ndings of  the research along with an endorsement of  the 
need for negotiating proposals on certain identifi ed issues. Furthermore, 
the consultation also sought to weigh the costs that might arise from 
WTO rules and the benefi ts likely to accrue to Indian exporters. 

During the consultation, the generally held view was that the WTO 
negotiations on trade facilitation present an opportunity for India to 
consolidate its ongoing domestic reform programme by accepting certain 
commitments in areas in which it is already undertaking reforms. The 
negotiations also provide India an opportunity to align with international 
best practices. However, caution needs to be exercised to ensure that 
the commitments made by India are not too onerous to implement, 
as it has limited human and fi nancial resources. Revenue and security 
concerns would need to be given foremost consideration by the govern-
ment before commitments are undertaken. India would need to strike 
the right balance between a substantial reduction in transaction costs 
resulting from possible multilateral disciplines on trade facilitation and 
resource constraints in implementing the disciplines. 

The consultation broadly endorsed the issues identifi ed by the study 
for making suitable negotiating proposals for trade facilitation, thus 
confi rming that the study had focussed on the appropriate problems 
faced by Indian exporters in foreign markets.

The Translation of  the Research Results into Negotiating Proposals

The project’s research team worked closely with the Ministry of  Com-
merce and Industry to develop and fi nalise India’s negotiating proposals 
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on issues identifi ed in the research. This ensured that the legal language 
of  the proposals appropriately refl ected some possible solutions to the 
problems faced by the exporters, as identifi ed by the study. 

Based on the fi ndings of  the study, India made certain negotiating 
proposals on trade facilitation. The proposals on Article X of  the Gen-
eral Agreement on Tariffs and Trade (GATT) regarding rapid alerts, 
detention, test procedures, and appeal mechanisms are contained in 
India’s statement submitted to the WTO(2006b) on 9 February 2006. 
The proposals on GATT Article VIII regarding uniform border proce-
dures in members of  a customs union are contained in another docu-
ment submitted by India on 10 February 2006 (WTO 2006a). These 
proposals were discussed by the WTO’s Negotiating Group on Trade 
Facilitation on 15–16 February 2006. 

The Views of  WTO Members on the Preparations of  India’s Proposals

While there is no independent evaluation of  the extent to which research 
on trade facilitation supported by the project infl uenced India’s overall 
negotiating approach, it is instructive to consider the views expressed 
by India and other member countries when the negotiating proposals 
were discussed at the WTO. 

In their initial response, many WTO members appreciated India’s 
proposals and the efforts made to identify the needs and priorities of  
exporters through survey-based research. Many also commended India 
for the process leading up to the preparation of  the proposals through 
direct interaction and feedback from their exporters, which resulted in 
a realistic refl ection of  problems experienced. Some countries stated 
that the proposals were based as much on reality as on legality. Fur-
thermore, the factual examples derived from the research and presented 
in the Indian proposals would assist all members to better understand 
when it would be possible to negotiate beyond the provisions already 
contained in the GATT. Some members found the proposals to be very 
comprehensive and concrete. Overall, the views expressed by different 
WTO members indicated that India had done a lot of  homework in 
consulting its traders. These views pointed to the success of  the research 
not only in directly infl uencing India’s negotiating approach, but also 
in forming the basis of  negotiating proposals. 
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Subsequent Changes in India’s Approach to Trade Facilitation Negotiations 

The proposals based on the project’s research represent a signifi cant 
shift in India’s overall approach to trade facilitation negotiations. During 
the initial phase of  discussions and negotiations on trade facilitation, 
India’s approach appeared to be marked by concerns over fi nancial, 
human, and infrastructural defi ciencies for the implementation of  com-
mitments. However, the research provided technical information to the 
government for approaching the negotiations from the point of  view of  
its traders’ and exporters’—marking a signifi cant shift from its earlier 
inward-looking approach. In the absence of  research undertaken by 
the project, India’s orientation in trade facilitation negotiations would 
likely have continued to focus on the human and infrastructural costs 
of  implementing new obligations. 

The shift in India’s approach to addressing the problems of  its 
traders did not go unnoticed by WTO members. In fact, one member 
specifi cally welcomed India’s approach as refl ected in the proposals 
and stated that ‘it was good that India was increasingly approaching 
the negotiations from the point of  view of  its traders’ and exporters’ 
interests. That was the right spirit in which to approach that exercise’. 
It may not be an exaggeration to state that in the limited context of  
trade facilitation negotiations, the research undertaken by the project 
was crucial in infl uencing India’s negotiating approach. 

Reasons for the Success of  Research in Infl uencing India’s Approach 

Given the signifi cant impact of  the research on India’s approach to 
WTO’s trade facilitation negotiations, it may be useful to examine the 
underlying reasons for project’s success. At least 11 reasons could be 
attributed to this.

First, the research on the trade facilitation problems of  India’s export-
ers was undertaken specifi cally at the request of  India’s Department 
of  Commerce, the agency most likely to use the results of  the research 
in deciding policy changes. Had the research requested by some other 
agency, there would have been reduced certainty of  the results being 
used by the government. 

Second, the research was requested because no comprehensive infor-
mation existed on the trade facilitation problems of  Indian exporters. 
Thus, an information gap existed within the government for deciding 
its negotiating approach. This gap was crucial to research results being 
considered an important input for determining the approach to trade 
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facilitation negotiations. If  government already had adequate credible 
information on exporters’ trade facilitation problems, its response to 
the research would have been less enthusiastic. 

Third, the demand for research was in the context of  WTO negotia-
tions. During these negotiations, countries typically seek to secure results 
that balance their offensive and defensive interests. Prior to the research, 
India’s approach to trade facilitation negotiations was overwhelmingly 
defensive in orientation, with a marked absence of  offensive interest. 
The research provided the trade negotiators with specifi c information 
that could be utilised to pursue certain offensive interests and bring 
an overall balance to India’s negotiating approach. Had India already 
identifi ed certain other offensive interests in trade facilitation, there 
might have been reduced need for the research in changing India’s 
overall approach to trade facilitation negotiations. 

Fourth, the research included a wide variety of  stakeholders in dif-
ferent locations throughout the country. Thus, the problems identifi ed 
were not specifi c to certain product categories, industry segments, or 
geographical regions. They were fairly representative of  the problems 
faced by the exporters and could be taken as articulation of  the inter-
ests of  broad-based stakeholders. This representative nature of  the 
study facilitated the acceptance of  its results, in addition to enhancing 
their credibility. If  the problems had not been representative of  the 
diffi culties faced by exporters across different segments, the research 
could have been viewed to be driven by narrow lobbies, which would 
have made it diffi cult for the government to have confi dence in the 
research fi ndings. 

Fifth, the methodology for the research used extensive surveys to 
identify the problems experienced by Indian exporters. As a result, the 
problems identifi ed were based on the actual experience of  exporters 
and other stakeholders. Thus these were practical problems borne out 
of  real-life situations and not derived from mere theoretical consid-
erations. As stakeholders were seriously interested in these problems 
being addressed through trade facilitation negotiations, they actively 
participated in the research and the subsequent consultation in which 
the research fi ndings were discussed. If  the problems had been identi-
fi ed outside this real-life context, there may not have been adequate 
interest and pressure from the stakeholders for addressing these issues 
through WTO negotiations. 

Sixth, one of  India’s key negotiators in trade facilitation was closely 
involved in the study. This ensured that the problems identifi ed were 
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those that could be addressed in the context of  WTO negotiations. If  the 
research had not been adequately guided by an expert knowledgeable 
on WTO negotiations, it is possible that the problems identifi ed would 
not have been suitable for being addressed through the negotiations. 
In such a situation even if  the problems identifi ed had been represen-
tative and realistic, the research would not have been meaningful the 
government in modifying its negotiating approach. 

Seventh, during the consultation, the research results were discussed 
in considerable detail and endorsed by a very broad range of  stakehold-
ers. The possibility of  the research results being contested by different 
segments of  stakeholders was thus reduced and a fi rm foundation for 
subsequent policy formulation was provided. This nature of  the con-
sultation process would likely result in considerable pressure on the 
government to take follow-up action based on the recommendations 
of  the research. 

Eighth, in order to pursue the offensive agenda arising from the 
results of  the study, government would be required to be adequately 
prepared to implement commitments that might arise out of  eventual 
obligations under the WTO. Customs authorities, who would be respon-
sible for implementing the eventual obligations, were therefore invited 
to participate in the consultation. Their presence provided a unique 
opportunity to expose all concerned to the potential benefi ts of  trade 
facilitation negotiations, which are otherwise viewed mainly as imposing 
costs on the government. The strong endorsement of  the research results 
encouraged the customs authorities to take a more balanced view of  
trade facilitation negotiations, instead of  viewing them only from the 
perspective of  defensive interests. A facilitative environment was thus 
created in which the negotiating proposals based on the research were 
not blocked by the customs authorities. 

Ninth, the research was supported by UNCTAD India Programme, 
which was viewed as an impartial and honest broker. Furthermore, the 
organisation that undertook the actual research was selected through an 
open and transparent process. This process ensured that the research 
body’s technical credibility was not questioned. Research by organisa-
tions not considered technically competent would have raised doubts 
about the credibility of  the results, which could reduce the likelihood 
of  their modifying the current policy or negotiating approach. 

Tenth, the identifi cation of  trade facilitation problems and possible 
solutions may not have been enough to ensure that the research fi ndings 
were picked by the government. The UNCTAD India Programme did 
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not stop at disseminating those fi ndings and organising the consulta-
tion. It actively assisted the Department of  Commerce in drafting the 
negotiating proposals based on the project’s recommendations. This 
helped in assuring that the negotiating proposals faithfully refl ected the 
concerns of  Indian exporters as identifi ed in the study. 

Eleventh, in the context of  WTO and free trade negotiations, gener-
ally speaking there is considerable pressure on the government from 
law makers and civil society organisations for ensuring transparency in 
arriving at negotiating positions. The methodology of  the project’s sur-
vey and the subsequent broad-based stakeholder consultation provided 
the necessary open environment for modifying India’s overall approach 
to trade facilitation negotiations. 

Overall, the research on the problems of  exporters succeeded in 
infl uencing India’s approach to trade facilitation negotiations as this 
was not a one-off  activity. The research was of  high quality based on 
realistic refl ections of  the concerns of  stakeholders and was embedded 
within the entire process of  determining India’s overall approach to 
trade facilitation negotiations. 

Research to Support India in Free Trade Negotiations: The Role Played by 
Research-Based Knowledge Inputs in Policy-Making Process

In keeping with increasing world-wide trends toward free trade agree-
ments, since 2002 India has started actively engaging with other coun-
tries in negotiating free trade agreements (FTAs). These negotiations call 
for a careful examination of  the competitiveness of  domestic produc-
tion vis-à-vis imports from the free trade partner country so that the 
reduction or elimination of  customs tariffs can be suitably calibrated 
and phased in. It would be reasonable to expect that a country would 
base its overall approach in free trade negotiations on detailed research. 
This section thus looks at how research undertaken by the project in 
the context of  free trade negotiations with country X has introduced 
signifi cant changes in the internal policy processes of  the Department 
of  Commerce. 

This section begins with an examination of  the relevance of  research 
in trade policy making by fi rst looking at certain problems experienced 
by India after entering into free trade agreements with Sri Lanka and 
Nepal. These experiences are important as there might not have been 
adequate research to back India’s negotiating approach in fi nalising these 
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agreements. Thereafter, the section describes the research undertaken by 
the project for assisting the Department of  Commerce in identifying the 
list of  sensitive products to be kept outside the scope of  tariff  elimina-
tion. Subsequently, it looks at the strategy for communication between 
researchers and stakeholders. This was crucial to the results of  research 
being clearly understood, as the GTAP approach was being used for 
the fi rst time in India in the context of  trade negotiations. Finally, the 
role played by research in bringing about systemic improvements in 
the process of  trade policy making is examined. 

The Consequences of  Basing Trade Policy on Inadequate Research

India’s experience of  a surge in imports from Sri Lanka and Nepal 
provides a useful context for examining the relevance of  research in 
the policy-making process in India. Since the 1990s, India has allowed 
duty-free imports of  primary products from Nepal. However, alcoholic 
beverages, perfumes, cosmetics, cigarettes, and tobacco were excluded 
from the zero-duty access regime. It is not entirely clear whether the 
products were chosen for exclusion after any detailed study. However, 
from 1999 onward Indian industry started complaining about adverse 
impact of  the increased imports of  certain products such as acrylic 
yarn, zinc oxide, copper products, and vanaspati (vegetable fat used as 
a butter substitute). In order to address the concerns of  its domestic 
industry, in 2000–01 India had to expend considerable resources and 
diplomatic capital to renegotiate the agreement with Nepal.

Trade between India and Sri Lanka is regulated by India-Sri Lanka 
Free Trade Agreement (ISFTA), which was signed in December 1998 
and went into effect in March 2000. Under this agreement, both 
countries are committed to the elimination of  tariffs in a phased man-
ner. India completed its commitment of  reducing its duty to zero in 
March 2005, except for 429 items appearing on the so-called negative 
list of  excluded items. The selection process for those 429 products 
is not clear. Certain segments of  the Indian domestic industry have 
raised serious concerns on the adverse impacts of  preferential imports 
from Sri Lanka, which appear in some cases to be well grounded and 
supported by facts. 

As these two examples highlight, inadequate research on the likely 
impact of  tariff  concessions on trade, output, and employment can 
result in trade policy decisions that can be modifi ed only at consider-
able diplomatic cost. Both these experiences underscore the need for 
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detailed research before entering into FTA commitments. As a result, 
the Department of  Commerce requested the project to undertake 
detailed research and suggested a list of  products that could be kept 
outside the scope of  tariff  reduction or elimination in FTA negotiations 
with country X. 

Research on the Possible List of  Sensitive Products

At the request of  the Department of  Commerce, during 2004–05, the 
project conducted research to assist assisting the Indian government in 
identifying the segments of  the industry that would be vulnerable as 
a result of  the tariff  preferences that might be granted to country X 
under an FTA. This was a major challenge as the government and the 
industry had limited experience in assessing the impact of  FTAs on the 
basis of  economic factors. While the government wished to extend a 
tariff  preference to country X, there was also a need to provide adequate 
protection to those industry segments that might be adversely affected 
through reduced employment, reduced unit value realisation, etc., on 
account of  imports from that country. Another issue how to balance 
the interests of  large input manufacturers and those of  down-stream 
users, who were predominantly poor and small-scale producers. 

Using the GTAP approach, a widely accepted CGE modelling tool, 
the project estimated the possible effects of  tariff  cuts on exports, 
imports, production, and employment on a broad range of  sectors. 
This was complemented by a detailed six-digit level price-sensitivity 
analysis for identifying the sensitive list.4 The fi ndings of  the research 
were widely disseminated and refi ned after 22 consultative meetings 
held with 15 industry segments all over India. These consultations 
assured the quality of  research outputs. As a result, the government 
was provided with technical inputs for preparing its list of  sensitive 
products in FTA negotiations with country X. 

While FTA negotiations with this particular country remain in 
progress and the negotiated list of  sensitive products is not in public 
domain, it is understood that the Department of  Commerce has picked 

4 The list of  sensitive products was arrived at by comparing the import price from 
country X with a proxy for domestic price. Products imported at zero duty, raw materi-
als, and products in which India has a revealed comparative advantage or has trade 
specialisation were removed from the sensitive list. Ample opportunity was provided 
to stakeholders to comment on the methodology for arriving at the sensitive list and 
well-argued reasons seeking inclusion or exclusion were given.
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up the research undertaken by the project and is relying heavily on it 
for negotiating the sensitive products.

Communications between Researchers and Stakeholders

As the research on sensitive products undertaken by the project involved 
the use of  sophisticated tools such as the GTAP approach, it was 
considered necessary to explain the methodology and fi ndings to a 
broad range of  stakeholders that would likely be affected by the FTA 
between India and country X. Close interaction with the stakeholders 
was particularly relevant because the GTAP approach was being used 
for the fi rst time for determining India’s trade policy and negotiating 
approach. Furthermore, as research based on econometric modelling 
is theoretical in orientation, extensive interactions with the stakeholders 
were required to validate the research results with their actual experi-
ence. Thus the dissemination of  the results and the communication with 
the stakeholders became an integral part of  the research project. 

Through advertisements in newspapers, stakeholders were invited to 
participate in meetings organised by the project to discuss the research 
results based on econometric analysis. In order to ensure that the par-
ticipation was broadly based, the meetings were held in different parts 
of  India. The research methodology and the research results were con-
veyed in a format that was easy to comprehend but did not compromise 
accuracy. This was done prior to each stakeholder meeting.

During the stakeholder consultations, the research methodology and 
the underlying assumptions were explained in considerable detail. In 
order to ensure that the results did not diverge signifi cantly from the 
experience of  the stakeholders, participants were encouraged to provide 
their feedback in a prescribed format. Based on that feedback, certain 
aspects of  the methodology were refi ned, leading to minor changes in 
the list of  sensitive products. More importantly, the stakeholders were 
able to clearly see how their feedback was being incorporated into the 
research, thereby directly infl uencing its results. This process had the 
added advantage of  blending theoretical research with the trade experi-
ence of  the stakeholders, resulting in fi nal research fi ndings that closely 
refl ected reality and ensured the high quality of  research. Overall, the 
project was able to demonstrate successfully how the list of  sensitive 
products can be prepared on the basis of  economic considerations while 
balancing confl icting interests and reducing the possibility of  infl uence 
by the lobbying power of  big domestic players. 
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The Role Played by Research in the Process of  Policy Making

Apart from providing the Department of  Commerce with a list of  
sensitive products for India’s free trade negotiations with country X, 
this research has helped to bring about signifi cant institutional changes 
in the manner and extent of  background preparation done by the 
department and other stakeholders prior to concluding free trade 
agreements with partner countries. Realising the important role that 
extensive research can play in assisting the government in deciding its 
approach in free trade negotiations, the Department of  Commerce has 
now started commissioning detailed research on the likely impacts of  
entering into FTAs with different countries. In addition, the following 
important and concrete systemic improvements have emerged, within 
the government and outside, in the process of  trade policy formulation 
in respect of  free trade negotiations:

• The development of  a mechanism for identifying the products that 
would require protection from adverse effects of  an FTA between 
India and country X. This model can be used for undertaking 
research on the likely effects of  other FTAs in which India might be 
engaged. In fact, the project has successfully applied this model in 
respect of  certain other free trade negotiations.

• The development of  a mechanism for resolving confl icts of  interest 
between different stakeholders. To illustrate, downstream users of  
industrial raw materials would support lowering customs tariffs on 
these inputs. However, domestic producers of  industrial raw materi-
als would oppose such action. Because it allowed for factors such as 
employment, the fragmented nature of  industries, the competitive 
conditions in different industry segments, the possible impact of  
tariff  reductions on the livelihood of  poor segments of  the economy, 
etc., the model used by the project found wide acceptability among 
diverse segments of  stakeholders. The absence of  such a mechanism 
would have disadvantaged the small-scale producers, as this process 
may otherwise have been driven by lobbyists. 

• The need to equip different segments and sectors of  Indian industry 
with appropriate analytical tools for assessing the likely impact of  an 
FTA between India and country X. This enabled the stakeholders to 
articulate their concerns based on economic considerations, which 
could be taken into consideration by the Department of  Commerce 
in fi nalising the list of  sensitive products. Different segments of  
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stakeholders have progressively increased their use of  the analytical 
tools for determining their overall interests and concerns in respect 
of  other FTA engagements of  India. Not only has this enabled stake-
holders to project and promote their interests more effectively, but it 
has also provided an assurance to the department that its negotiating 
position is grounded on a realistic assessment of  interests by diverse 
and representative group of  stakeholders. 

• The ability to provide the government with technical inputs for 
explaining to certain industry segments why their request for protec-
tion in the context of  free trade negotiations was not justifi ed. This 
enhanced transparency in decision making by the government.

Research on Super Regional Cumulation: 
Research Not Picked Up by the Policy Makers

In one instance, there is no evidence that the project’s research has 
informed the government’s decision-making process. This example pro-
vides an opportunity to validate the factors that were identifi ed as key 
to infl uencing and changing trade policy. This section therefore starts 
with a brief  explanation of  the research undertaken by the project on 
super regional cumulation in the context of  Generalised System of  
Preferences (GSP) and provides a description of  dissemination of  results. 
Thereafter, the key factors for infl uencing trade policy are examined 
in the context of  GSP research. 

Research on Super Regional Cumulation 

The benefi ciaries of  GSP schemes have often been affected by the 
lack of  cumulation, which has resulted in the low utilization of  such 
schemes. The EU’s GSP scheme allows for regional cumulation as inputs 
that are imported into a benefi ciary country from other members of  
that regional group, such as the South Asian Association for Regional 
Cooperation (SAARC) or the Association of  Southeast Asian Nations 
(ASEAN), and used in the manufacture of  products exported to the 
EU are treated as if  they originated in the country of  further manu-
facture. While revising its GSP scheme in 2005, the EU indicated that 
it would now consider SAARC and ASEAN as one single group for 
the purposes of  cumulating origin in respect of  inputs imported from 
the other region, provided a request from all SAARC and ASEAN 
countries was received. 
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In November 2004, the SAARC Committee on Economic Coopera-
tion decided that the association’s member states would convey their 
views on super regional cumulation by February 2005. In order to 
assist the government in taking an informed decision on this issue, in 
January and February 2005, the Department of  Commerce requested 
the project to undertake research for assessing the possible impact on 
India of  super regional cumulation of  SAARC and ASEAN under the 
EU’s GSP scheme. The project completed the research and submitted 
the report to the Department of  Commerce in May 2005. 

According to research undertaken by the project, India would stand 
to gain if  super regional cumulation between ASEAN and SAARC were 
introduced by the EU. Gains were projected in terms of  an increase in 
total exports to the EU, an increase in exports in sectors of  signifi cance 
to India, a limited adverse impact in terms of  a marginal decline in 
exports to the EU in two sectors, an increase in exports of  fi nal goods 
to the EU, and an increase in total exports to ASEAN. Out of  the total 
increase in India’s exports to the EU, almost 25% was contributed by 
the textile and clothing sector. Furthermore, it was found that gains on 
account of  super regional cumulation may mitigate the adverse impact 
on India if  it is implemented gradually in certain signifi cant sectors. 

Although more than one year has elapsed since the research fi ndings 
were submitted to the Department of  Commerce, no feedback has 
been received. It also appears that little discussion on super regional 
cumulation has taken place within the SAARC Committee on Eco-
nomic Cooperation. 

Dissemination of  Results of  Super Regional Cumulation Research

All research undertaken at the request of  the Department of  Commerce 
can be disseminated only if  the government decides to do so. In the 
specifi c case of  super regional cumulation, the department has not yet 
made the results public. Thus the fi ndings remain mostly theoretical, 
without validation by stakeholders. However, feedback on the fi ndings 
from other research became available from stakeholders in the textiles 
and clothing sector. Certain infl uential stakeholders questioned whether 
price and customs duty are the most important factors in determining 
exports in that sector. Consequently, the EU’s GSP scheme is practically 
irrelevant to India’s exports in this sector. While no consensus exists 
on the role that prices and customs duty play in determining India’s 
textile and clothing exports, the views articulated by these signifi cant 



 the case of trade facilitation in india 201

stakeholders point to a disconnect between the results of  the project’s 
theoretical research regarding the signifi cant contribution of  India’s 
textiles and clothing sector to increased exports to the EU on account 
of  super regional cumulation on the one hand and, on the other, the 
practical experience and assessment by certain stakeholders. To this 
extent, some of  the theoretical research fi ndings cannot be said to have 
been validated and endorsed by a broad range of  stakeholders. 

Possible Reasons for the Absence of  Government Uptake

Several reasons could be ascribed to the absence of  government uptake 
of  research on super regional cumulation. Some appear to validate the 
circumstances suggested above regarding the conditions for research to 
infl uence and modify trade policy. 

While a strong external stimulus in the form of  WTO and free trade 
negotiations existed in the episodes in which results of  research were 
used to bring about signifi cant policy changes, there is no strong external 
push that would require the government to take a clear position on the 
issue of  super regional cumulation. Although SAARC countries have 
decided to discuss super regional cumulation, this issue does not appear 
to be a matter of  priority for them at this juncture. This may, in part, 
explain why the research on super regional cumulation has so far not 
been used by the Department of  Commerce, although the research 
was undertaken at its request. 

At the operational level, there has been a change of  personnel within 
the Department of  Commerce. As a result, the results of  the research 
may not have been conveyed to the key offi cials within the government. 
Key decision makers may not have access to the research. 

Implementing the results of  research would ultimately require not 
only the SAARC countries but also the ASEAN countries to understand 
the effects of  super regional cumulation and perceive benefi ts from 
it. On its own, India may not have the authority to convince other 
SAARC and ASEAN countries for making a joint request to the EU 
to implement super regional cumulation. Clearly, the political context 
in which the research was demanded from the government may not 
be conducive, or provide the trigger, for uptake of  research results for 
policy formulation. 

Although the research on super regional cumulation points to 
certain benefi ts for India, as the research has so far not been widely 
disseminated, some of  the stakeholders who might benefi t from it are 
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not aware of  gains to be made. As a result, there is no pressure on the 
government from the stakeholders to take action on this issue.

As the research has so far not been widely disseminated, its fi ndings 
remain based primarily on theoretical considerations. With the exception 
of  textiles and clothing sector, no attempt could be made to validate the 
fi ndings. Thus it is not certain whether the fi ndings accord closely with 
the practical experience of  exporters and other stakeholders in different 
sectors. The government may not feel encouraged to take decisions on 
trade policy options based on such theoretical research. 

Based on the limited validation of  the research by some stakeholders 
in textiles and clothing sector, the results do not appear to be endorsed 
by all segments of  this sector. Some of  the stakeholders have even gone 
to the extent of  questioning the relevance of  GSP for India’s exports. 
In the absence of  a general endorsement by the stakeholders who are 
projected to benefi t from super regional cumulation, there may be 
reduced incentive for the government to follow up on the research. 

Synthesising the Experience of  the Three Episodes: 
A Five-Dimensional Framework

In this concluding section, the chapter synthesises the separate strands 
of  lessons learned in the three policy episodes discussed above into a 
coherent framework to suggest the circumstances when research can 
succeed in infl uencing the process of  trade policy making and also the 
trade policy itself. This framework should not be taken as a conclu-
sion, but should be viewed as ideas for further research and testing. 
Furthermore, the chapter has not looked at how political context issues 
might mediate between research and trade policy making.

Five different dimensions exist outside the political context, which 
might determine whether research can infl uence either the process of  
trade policy making or the policy itself. These are the problem dimen-
sion, the research institution dimension, the research dimension, the 
communication and outreach dimension, and the user dimension. Each 
determines the relationship between research and trade policy change. 
Certain factors within each of  these dimensions that might facilitate 
research on infl uencing trade policy are discussed below. 
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The Problem Dimension

The problem dimension seeks to capture the different factors that 
infl uence initiating the research, locating the trigger and stimulus for 
that research, identifying the nature of  problem being addressed, and 
the timing of  the research request. Overall, the underlying factors in 
this dimension provide the context in which demand for research is 
made. 

In the context of  trade policy, although the demand for research may 
be made by the government department responsible for trade negotia-
tions and trade policy formulation, the specifi c trigger for research may 
lie elsewhere. Various situations can be envisaged where different set of  
actors could trigger that demand. For example, an emergent situation 
for dealing with new issues in the context of  international negotia-
tions may create an overwhelming demand, as was the experience in 
the case of  trade facilitation and FTA episodes. Another possibility is 
a demand by certain segments of  stakeholders for research on certain 
trade-related issues. In still another example, the trigger for research 
may lie outside the context of  trade negotiations, as was the case with 
the super regional cumulation research. 

The effectiveness of  a particular trigger in determining the role of  
research in trade policy formulation depends on two elements. First, 
what is the extent of  the pressure exerted by the trigger on the gov-
ernment for initiating the research? Clearly, the need to take informed 
decisions through an open and transparent process in the context of  
bilateral or multilateral trade negotiations can be a powerful trigger 
for research and its subsequent uptake in policy formulation. Second, 
what are the possible costs to the government if  the pressure created 
by the trigger is ignored or underplayed? Costs could arise in terms of  
lost opportunity for seeking concessions in the negotiations or taking 
positions that do not adequately protect large segments of  stakeholders. 
Unlike the episodes related to FTA and trade facilitation, where unin-
formed decision making can lead to considerable costs, in the case of  
super regional cumulation there may be minimal costs if  the trigger for 
research is ignored. In the latter case, pressure exerted by the political 
context was not adequate to ensure uptake of  research results. 

The nature of  the problem to be addressed may also determine the 
link between the research and its infl uence on policy. For example, the 
need for balancing confl icting interests may motivate the government 
to request research and to respond to that research. Governments may 
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fi nd it easier to resist pressures from different lobby groups if  their 
decisions can be explained on the basis of  technically sound research, 
as was the case in the FTA episode. As shown in the trade facilitation 
research, uptake can take place if  large segments of  stakeholders are 
affected by the research problem. 

Finally, the timing of  the request can play a crucial role in determin-
ing whether the research infl uences trade policy. In the two episodes 
of  FTA and trade facilitation, research was requested at a decisive 
moment in the negotiating process. On the other hand, in the case 
of  the research on super regional cumulation, it would appear that 
deliberation among the SAARC countries had not yet reached a stage 
when Indian government would be required to have a formal position 
on the research problem. This appears to have been a crucial factor 
for there being no uptake of  the research for determining the policy 
approach. 

The Research Institution Dimension

The research institution dimension seeks to capture certain features of  
the organisation undertaking or supporting the research that could be 
crucial determinants of  whether the research infl uences trade policy 
or the policy-making process. The underlying features are important 
in ensuring credibility of  research.

The research organisation can be viewed as a connector between 
the government and other stakeholders. It must have a track record of  
adopting a professional approach to research. For the research to be 
effective in infl uencing trade policy, the organisation should be viewed 
by both the government and other stakeholders as being technically 
competent in the problem area. The manner in which researchers 
address the stakeholders’ queries is important in establishing the tech-
nical credentials of  the research organisation. 

Another factor that helps determines the credibility of  research is 
whether the research organisation is perceived as being trustworthy. 
A climate of  trust among the research organisation, the government, 
and the other stakeholders may be created if  the research organisation 
adopts an independent non-partisan approach that is not seen as favour-
ing or representing any sector or lobby group. Research funding that 
does not depend on any particular interest group can be an important 
factor. The honest broker role of  the research organisation becomes 
crucial when research output is used by the government to mediate 
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between different interest groups and to balance confl icting interests, 
as was the case in FTA episode. 

The Research Dimension

The research dimension is perhaps the most important in determining 
whether the research will infl uence trade policy. High-quality, objective, 
and relevant research produced in a timely manner is important in this 
context. This dimension subsumes those factors that affect the quality 
of  research output and its timeliness.

Rigour in the research methodology can be a crucial factor in percep-
tion of  the quality of  research. The methodology must lead to a sound 
analysis of  the problem, producing hard data that can form the basis 
for trade policy change, as was the case in the two successful episodes. 
While quantitative analysis may generate more persuasive inputs for 
policy makers, quality control of  the methodology and research results 
provides the necessary assurance that policy formulation is grounded 
on fi rm foundation. 

The nature of  evidence used to support the fi ndings is another cru-
cial factor in determining the quality of  research, as perceived by the 
stakeholders, and its acceptability. Evidence based predominantly on 
theoretical considerations, as was the case in super regional cumula-
tion episode, reduces the possibility of  research being accepted by the 
stakeholders. On the other hand, evidence that is realistic and based 
primarily on the actual experience of  stakeholders, as was the case 
in the trade facilitation episode, can enhance the quality of  research. 
Theoretical evidence, which is modifi ed in light of  practical experience 
of  stakeholders, as was the case in FTA episode, may result in percep-
tion of  high-quality research. 

Not only should the evidence be realistic, but it must also be repre-
sentative. Evidence drawn from a wide range of  stakeholders in diverse 
geographical locations, across different segments and from different 
industry sectors, as was the case in trade facilitation episode, consti-
tutes representative evidence, which in turn improves the possibility or 
research uptake by the government. Evidence that is endorsed by wide 
range of  stakeholders, as was the case in FTA and trade facilitation 
episodes, has the power to convince the government to make relevant 
trade policy changes. Thus the absence of  contesting claims from the 
same segment of  stakeholders or sector becomes a crucial determinant 
of  how research is perceived by the stakeholders. On the other hand, 
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a lack of  consensus on the evidence, as witnessed in the textiles and 
clothing sector in the super regional cumulation episode, can raise 
questions about the quality of  research. 

New ground-breaking research defi ning the problem and suggesting 
an appropriate course of  action and concrete solutions, as was the case 
in trade facilitation episode, can contribute signifi cantly to the overall 
quality of  research. Research results that are relevant to trade nego-
tiations, as was the case with the two successful episodes, increase the 
possibility of  being taken up by the government. Often the distribu-
tional effects of  bilateral or multilateral obligations may be ignored in 
the research in favour of  providing a global and holistic picture  of  the 
economy. In the eyes of  the government, this may reduce the appeal of  
the research as there may be political consequences of  trade-adjustment 
costs. However, research that addresses distributional effects, as in the 
FTA episode, can be more acceptable to the government. 

Academic and research organisations may be tempted to undertake 
research that meets very high standards but may come at the cost of  
breaching the deadlines set by the government. If  the research has to 
achieve the objective of  infl uencing trade policy, a balance would need 
to be struck between the quality of  research on the one hand and the 
need to adhere to timelines on the other. In the case of  the project, the 
research fi ndings were made available in a timely manner to the govern-
ment, which enabled subsequent uptake for modifying trade policy. 

The Communication and Outreach Dimension

The communication and outreach dimension concerns itself  with how 
the research is disseminated to the government and other stakeholders. 
Research that is more clearly communicated and more easily accessible 
to stakeholders has a higher possibility of  uptake by government than 
research that may be clearly understood only by academicians.

This dimension also determines how stakeholders interact with the 
researchers for infl uencing the fi nal research outcome. An intermediate 
impact can be felt in negotiating proposals based on the research fi nd-
ings. This dimension may also include how the negotiating proposal is 
prepared and conveyed to other countries. 

For effective communication of  results of  research, researchers need 
to understand the policy makers’ expectations of  the research. One 
possible way of  ensuring that research remains aligned with these 
expectations is to involve key government functionaries closely in the 
research, as was done in the two successful episodes. 
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Research, by its very nature, may not lend itself  to be easily under-
stood by the government and stakeholders. In order to communicate, 
researchers must fi rst reach the relevant stakeholders, done in the 
project mainly through the mass media. Research methodology and 
its fi ndings can be disseminated to the stakeholders in the form of  
easy-to-understand briefs, as was done in the case of  trade facilitation 
episode. Another useful way of  communicating the research fi ndings 
can be through face-to-face open meetings between the researchers 
and those likely to be affected by its results, as was done in the two 
successful episodes. These meetings serve at least two purposes. They 
may be a relatively more effi cient method of  disseminating results of  
research and ensuring that the message is clearly understood. They 
may also serve the purpose of  creating a feedback loop, whereby the 
views of  stakeholders can be utilised to validate research fi ndings and 
further refi ne the results, if  required. Such a feedback loop also gives 
the stakeholders the perception of  infl uencing the research, builds 
consensus, and may lead to ownership of  results by stakeholder and 
enhancing its acceptability. 

If  the research is taken up by the government for the purposes of  
making negotiating proposals, it may be useful to involve the researchers 
in the subsequent process of  drafting of  proposals. This ensures that 
the results of  research and the concerns of  stakeholders are refl ected 
in the negotiating proposals, as was done in the case of  trade facilita-
tion episode.

The User Dimension

Ultimately, whether the research is taken up depends on the users of  
the research, namely the government. The user dimension encompasses 
those factors that are specifi c to the government and determine the 
chances of  uptake of  research.

The continued interest of  the government, not only at the stage of  
requesting the research but also in subsequent stages, can assist in keep-
ing the research relevant and also facilitating a better understanding of  
the research by the government. This would also help in government 
assuming ownership of  the results, particularly by those departments 
that may have to implement any new obligations arising from trade 
negotiations. As demonstrated in the trade facilitation episode, endorse-
ment by customs authorities of  the results of  research improved the 
possibility of  uptake for infl uencing trade policy. 
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The presence of  change agents in the government with a willing-
ness to use research results and having the authority to push results 
into policy action, as seen in the trade facilitation episode, can also be 
a determining factor in uptake for infl uencing policy. 

Conclusion

According to E.J. Clay and B.B. Schaffer (1984), ‘the whole life of  policy 
is a chaos of  purposes and accidents. It is not at all a matter of  rational 
implementation of  the so-called decisions through selected strategies.’ 
Notwithstanding this view, this chapter attempts to bring some order 
into this chaos. Based on three policy episodes relating to research on 
trade facilitation, free trade negotiation, and super regional cumula-
tion, the study has identifi ed fi ve dimensions: the problem dimension, 
the research institution dimension, the research dimension, the com-
munication and outreach dimension, and the user dimension. These 
dimensions may determine whether the results of  research will be used 
by the government to infl uence its trade policy and policy-making pro-
cedures. However, the fi ve dimensions would need to be tested further 
for possible expansion of  the list.

References

Bhattacharya, Debapriya. 2005. “Least Developed Countries in Trade Negotiations: 
Planning Process and Information Needs.” Asia-Pacifi c Trade and Investment Review 
1(1).

Clay, E.J. and B.B. Schaffer eds. 1984. Room for Manoeuvre: An Explanation of  Public Policy 
in Agriculture and Rural Development. London: Heinemann Educational Books.

Das, Tarun. 2006. “The Impact of  Research on Policymaking: The Case of  Labor 
Market and External Sector Reforms in India.” Bridging Brief  Series, Moscow: 
Global Development Network. <gdn.eerc.ru/Details/PolicyBrief.aspx?id=508> 
[Accessed: 6 November 2007].

Devarajan, Shantayanan and Sherman Robinson. 2002. “The Infl uence of  Computable 
General Equilibrium Models on Policy.” TMD Discussion Paper No. 98, Washington 
DC: International Food Policy Research Institute. <www.ifpri.org/divs/tmd/dp/
papers/tmdp98.pdf> [Accessed: 7 November 2007].

Iglesias, Valeria. 2004. “The Infl uence of  Research in Foreign Trade Policymaking: 
The Argentine Case.” Paper presented at regional workshop on “The Infl uence 
of  Research in Foreign Trade Policies: The Case of  Argentina, Brazil and Chile,” 
FLACSO, Buenos Aires, 18 November. 

Jaitley, Arun. 2003. “Statement by H.E. Mr. Arun Jaitley, Minister of  Commerce and 
Industry and Law and Justice.” WT/MIN(03)/ST/7, Cancun, 10 September 2003. 
Geneva: World Trade Organization. 

www.ifpri.org/divs/tmd/dp/papers/tmdp98.pdf
www.ifpri.org/divs/tmd/dp/papers/tmdp98.pdf


 the case of trade facilitation in india 209

Mbekeani, Kennedy, Taimoon Stewart and Nguyen Thang. 2003. “Viewpoint: 
WTO—The Knowledge Defi cit in Trade Negotiations.” International Development 
Research Centre. <www.idrc.ca/en/ev-44739-201-1-DO_TOPIC.html> [Accessed: 
6 November, 2007].

Author. 1999. “WTO Negotiations: Invest in Research.” Economic Times, 20 October, 
<www.bsos.umd.edu/econ/panagariya/apecon/ET/et-05-oct99.htm> [Accessed: 
6 November 2007].

World Trade Organization. 2003. “Minutes of  the Meeting of  the Council for Trade 
in Goods, 12–13 June 2003.” G/C/M/70, 19  August 2003. Geneva: World Trade 
Organization. 

——. 2006a. “Communication from India: Proposal on GATT Article VIII.” TN/
TF/W/77, 10 February. Geneva: World Trade Organization. 

——. 2006b. “Communication from India: Proposals on GATT Article X.” TN/TF/
W/78, 13 February. Geneva: World Trade Organization. 

www.idrc.ca/en/ev-44739-201-1-DO_TOPIC.html
www.bsos.umd.edu/econ/panagariya/apecon/ET/et-05-oct99.htm


This page intentionally left blank 



PART FOUR

THE WTO: THE USE OF RESEARCH FOR GLOBAL 
 COALITION FORMATION IN TRADE NEGOTIATIONS



This page intentionally left blank 



CHAPTER EIGHT

MULTIPLE ACCESS POINTS: 
KNOWLEDGE GENERATION FOR THE GROUP 

OF TWENTY

Amrita Narlikar and Diana Tussie1 
(with the research assistance of  Maria-Victoria Alvarez 

and Pablo Trucco)

The turbulent disagreements between the North and the South over 
the main trade rules discussed at the World Trade Organization (WTO) 
are far from settled. Behind the technicalities much is at stake. Despite 
the competitiveness of  agribusiness in many quarters of  the developing 
world, the European Union and the United States retain 50 percent of  
world trade in agriculture. ‘This was only possible due to huge subsidies 
in the developed world’, as one minister said at a ministerial meeting in 
2006.2 In this long drawn-out contest, developing countries have stepped 
up their efforts to establish trade rules that can take account of  their 
export interests, which include opening up the agricultural markets of  
the North to their exports.

There are two particular developments that mark the participation 
of  developing countries in the WTO in recent years. First, develop-
ing countries have learned to bargain much more effectively through 
coalitions. Evidence of  this can be found in the ever-growing numbers 
of  such coalitions and their longevity. For instance, the WTO’s ministe-
rial conference at Cancun in 2003 catalysed the emergence of  at least 
four new coalitions—the G20, the G33, the Core Group on Singapore 
Issues, and the Cotton Group—in addition to the activism of  others 
that predated the ministerial, including the African, Caribbean, and 
Pacifi c (ACP) Group, the Least Developed Countries (LDC) Group, the 
Africa Group, and the Like-Minded Group. Several of  these remain 

1 Both authors thank the G20 negotiators, policy makers, and members of  think 
tanks and research institutes who shared their experiences and views—often under the 
promise of  anonymity—and provided access to key documents (both public and classi-
fi ed). This research could not have been conducted without their time and help.

2 Kamal Nath, Indian minister of  commerce, quoted in in Faizel (2007, 136).
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active and continue to bargain collectively in the Doha round. Bar-
gaining based on coalitions provides developing countries both weight 
and resources (including research) to balance the agenda promoted by 
developed countries. Second, the quality of  the proposals advanced by 
these countries, in terms of  their range and feasibility, has improved 
signifi cantly, especially when compared against those put forward in 
the days of  the General Agreement on Tariffs and Trade (GATT). 
These proposals are characterised by an unprecedented familiarity 
with technical detail, which suggests that they are backed by substan-
tive research. Negotiators participating in such coalitions speak with 
considerable confi dence of  the research that underlies their bargaining 
initiatives; furthermore, at least some diplomats present the task of  
production and exchange of  research as core functions of  the coalition 
itself. Research—in the form of  information collection regarding the 
issue at hand, analysis, and exchange—seems to be taken much more 
seriously than before.

Unlike many other coalitions of  developing countries in the past, 
which would collapse under duress in the endgame (Glover and Tussie 
1993; Narlikar and Odell 2006), the G20 has stood united, albeit with 
some runaway members tempted away by side payments in bilateral 
negotiations. The infl uence of  the group is manifest in the fact that 
its two leading members—Brazil and India—have become members 
of  the ‘New Quad’. The group draws on several different sources for 
its strengths. It enjoys legitimacy as the coalition brings together 60 
percent of  the world’s population. With a group of  rising economies 
as its core—Brazil, China, India, Argentina, and South Africa—it 
occupies an important place in the international balance of  power. 
Furthermore, it is a group that enjoys technical expertise, evidenced in 
the rich repertoire of  proposals and statements that it has put forward.3 
Indeed, Celso Amorim (2004), Brazil’s minister of  external relations, 
attributes the successes of  the G20 to ‘the Group’s ability to translate 
its members’ interests in credible and coherent common negotiating 
proposals’. References to its collective ability to contribute meaningfully 
to the dialogue through detailed and well-analysed proposals are also 
found in G20 statements, such as:

3 For further information on such proposals and statements, see the G20 website 
at <www.g-20.mre.gov.br>. 

www.g-20.mre.gov.br
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The G-20 is proud to have played an important role. The Group con-
structively contributed to the process, not only with technically sound, 
Mandate-oriented proposals, but also with a transparent and inclusive 
negotiating attitude… (G20 2005d, G20 General Statement, October 
2004 Special Session, 71)

Especially in the light of  these claims, the G20 provides a useful labora-
tory for investigating some basic questions about how research functions 
in trade coalitions. This chapter examines the basis of  these ‘techni-
cally sound, mandate-oriented proposals’ that have allowed a group of  
developing countries to participate effectively in the trade rule-making 
process at the WTO, itself  an episode of  major policy change. This 
episode can be considered a conceptual change that allowed the G20 
to become a key player and legitimise the tabling of  three proposals for 
negotiation: a proposal for a tiered formula on market access, a proposal 
regarding a special safeguard mechanism (SSM), and a proposal for 
product-specifi c caps.

In the context of  the impact of  research on the negotiating posi-
tions of  coalitions, this chapter thus pursues two lines of  inquiry. First, 
it traces the evidence—in the form of  a paper trail (when available) 
and through interviews—of  the extent to which the G20’s proposals 
have been backed by solid research. Second, it examines the specifi c 
purpose served by research initiatives (and how they relate to political 
constraints) by exploring the analyses conducted by G20 countries in 
preparing for the negotiation process. A close investigation generates 
some counterintuitive results. The signifi cance and constraints affect-
ing research in terms of  the impact on the bargaining process will be 
specifi ed throughout.

The chapter proceeds in four sections. The fi rst section presents the 
logic of  the argument. The second provides an account of  the ways in 
which the position of  the G20 has evolved since inception. The third 
section examines three cases wherein research seems to have made a 
difference in the G20 agenda in light of  the two sets of  hypotheses 
presented in the fi rst section. The fourth and concluding section recaps 
the hypotheses, indicating the cases where they are corroborated or 
rejected, and also discusses the limitations of  research as far as certain 
types of  coalitions are concerned.
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The Argument

The question driving this chapter is the following: what impact has 
research initiatives had on trade negotiations? The focus here is specifi -
cally on the case of  the G20 in agriculture. This is partly because the 
G20 provides an ‘easy’ case. Negotiators working within the coalition 
frequently refer to the importance they attach to conducting and draw-
ing on research to formulate and back their proposals. Furthermore, 
given how complicated just the negotiation of  modalities has already 
proven, not least because of  the technical nature of  the subject but 
also the very high stakes involved, agriculture is the one area where 
countries could be reasonably expected to invest in gaining technical 
expertise. Indeed, one would expect that most countries—developed or 
developing, and alone or in coalitions—would need to rely on research 
inputs from outside sources (think tanks, research institutes, universi-
ties, lobby groups, and non-governmental organisations [NGOs]) to be 
assisted in the negotiation process. In other words, there is a likelihood 
that a more pluralistic process of  policy making is at work, involving 
different domestic and transnational actors, whereby governments gather 
information and develop their negotiating positions in the WTO.

Research can matter, not simply in providing the substantive content 
of  a country’s demands in a trade negotiation, but also because it can 
serve as an important legitimising device.4 A negotiator demanding a 
very high level of  concessions from the opponent, or refusing to make 
any concessions to the opponent, is likely to be taken more seriously if  
there are detailed studies to back up the demands. There are thus two 
distinctive, and sometimes mutually exclusive, purposes for research: 
the fi rst is to give a genuine shape to a country’s negotiating agenda, 
whereas the second is to legitimise the agenda that has evolved as a 
result of  several other, often political, forces. The distinction between 
these two purposes of  research assumes special importance in the 
context of  the deadlocked Doha negotiations. The key to the deadlock 
has been the standoff  between the European Union and the United 
States on one hand and the G20 on the other. Whether the coalition’s 
demands actually represent its bottom line or are meant as posturing 
and brinkmanship can be determined according to which primary 
function its research initiatives serve.

4 Also see Chapter 5, which further tests this argument. 
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The level of  research examined here represents a level below the stan-
dard where epistemic consensus is usually reached. In the case of  trade 
negotiations today, for instance, most academics and practitioners would 
agree upon the benefi ts of  multilateral trade liberalisation (in contrast 
to theories of  import-substituting industrialisation that were prevalent 
in the 1960s). But an epistemic consensus at this level still leaves con-
siderable room for the variety of  bargains that could be struck within 
the considerably more pro-liberal framework, and which would have 
some very different distributive consequences. Research—conducted 
by governments, directed and outsourced to research institutions or 
NGOs, or advanced from the ground-level upward by interest groups 
and other organisations—provides shape and substance to bargaining. 
Furthermore, research at this level can be considerably more politicised 
than a consensus driven by an epistemic community; research at the 
level of  implementing the epistemic consensus is often driven by gov-
ernment for strategic (and far from neutral) purposes.

Two sets of  hypotheses are advanced here on how research can be 
infl uential in coalition politics.5 The fi rst deals with the external rela-
tions of  the coalition, whereas the second focuses on intra-coalition 
politics.

1. External Purpose: Coalitions generate and make use of  research to 
infl uence negotiating positions of  outside parties. There are four 
working mechanisms whereby coalitions can use research to facilitate 
their negotiations with outside parties; these are assessed against the 
case of  the G20:

a) Production of  research: An infl uential coalition must have the capac-
ity to generate new, policy-relevant knowledge through commis-
sioning studies and creating working groups to draft standards, 
codes, model laws, and innovative approaches to complex policy 
problems.

b) Research for agenda setting: Agenda setting refers to the coalition’s 
capacity to bring previously neglected policy issues to the attention 
of  the organisation, to ensure that these issues will receive serious 
consideration and to generate signifi cant public exposure.

5 These hypotheses, developed by the authors of  this chapter, are also tested in the 
chapter by Paul Mably in this volume.
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c) Research to support both integrative and distributive strategies: Most 
negotiation analyses have focussed on the uses of  research as 
part of  an integrative negotiation strategy, whereby negotiation 
parties attempt to expand the zone of  agreement by uncovering 
new gains that benefi t all parties. However, research can also be 
used to support distributive strategies. For instance, coalitions can 
invest in research that attempts to expose the weak alternative 
to a negotiated agreement of  the outside party, or redefi ne the 
issue space so as to rule out their least preferred options from 
the menu of  choice available.

d) Research for legitimisation: Infl uential coalitions must also have 
resources for exchanging and disseminating knowledge within 
and outside the network through meetings, conferences, publica-
tions, workshops, and websites. This is especially important if  the 
coalition hopes to build links with transnational NGOs.

2. Internal Purpose: Research can be used—explicitly or covertly—to 
facilitate consensus building within a coalition and thereby cement 
its membership. Three working mechanisms offer coalitions a 
way to generate and apply research to infl uence internal coalition 
 politics:

a) Research as a club good to attract members: At least some of  the research 
that coalitions conduct can be regarded as a club good; if  coun-
tries do not invest in becoming members, they can be denied the 
benefi t of  shared research and representation in WTO meetings. 
This creates an incentive for countries to become members of  
the coalition and continue their allegiance to it.

b) Research to prevent defection: Larger countries of  a coalition can 
expand the agenda of  the coalition to incorporate the concerns of  
smaller countries. The technical character of  WTO negotiations 
renders any such research assistance by the leading members of  
the coalitions invaluable for smaller members.

c) Research to win domestic support: Research initiatives can be used to 
win the support of  domestic interests that lobby for the negotiating 
position that a government takes in the WTO. In other words, 
research serves as a legitimising instrument, albeit this time the 
target audience is domestic (as opposed to 1[d] where the target 
audience is international).
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From Cancun to Hong Kong: The G20 in Agriculture Negotiations

The G20 arose in the run-up to the Cancun ministerial conference on 
11 to 14 September 2003, in response to a joint draft proposal issued 
by the EU and the U.S. Until that point, export interests in developing 
countries had remained in the back seat, relying on the push of  the 
U.S. and the Cairns Group to represent their concerns. Nonetheless, 
countries with a more defensive interest in agriculture had hoped to 
ride for free on the EU’s negotiating position. The joint draft between 
the two major negotiators, however, made both agricultural import-
ing and exporting countries from the developing world realise that 
they would have to stand up for themselves to prevent a repetition of  
the Blair House accord.6 This accord had reconciled the positions of  
the EU and U.S. at the end of  the Uruguay round, ignoring interests 
elsewhere. However, in the run-up to Cancun, the South had achieved 
a commitment from the North expressed in the Doha mandate in 
November 2001. Paragraph 13 of  the declaration stated:

We commit ourselves to comprehensive negotiations aimed at: substantial 
improvements in market access, reductions of, with a view to phasing 
out, all forms of  export subsidies; and substantial reductions in trade-
distorting domestic support. We agree that special and differential treat-
ment for developing countries shall be an integral part of  all elements 
of  the negotiations (. . .), so as to be operationally effective and to enable 
developing countries to effectively take account of  their development 
needs, including food security and rural development. We (. . .) confi rm 
that non-trade concerns will be taken into account in the negotiations as 
provided for in the Agreement on Agriculture (WTO 2001).

Nevertheless, the U.S. and the EU carried on as usual and developing 
countries began to get concerned about a sidelining of  the development 
agenda (Delgado and Campolina de O. Soares 2005). After a succession 
of  failures to agree on the modalities for the agricultural negotiations 
they launched a proposal that merely solved their mutual interests. In 
the words of  the Brazilian foreign minister Celso Amorim, ‘the deal 
between Brussels and Washington constitutes a step backwards, which, 

6 The Blair House accord was negotiated between the EU and the U.S. in 1992. For 
developing countries, the agreement came to symbolise the collusion between the two 
agricultural superpowers to reduce the level of  ambition on agriculture in the Uruguay 
round, against the interest of  many developing countries, particularly the members of  
the Cairns Group (see Glover and Tussie 1993; Narlikar and Tussie 2004).
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if  accepted by the rest of  the countries, would result in an incredible 
sacrifi ce of  the Round’ (Amorim 2003/04, 29, quoted in; Delgado and 
Campolina de O. Soares 2005).

The apprehension triggered the formation of  coalitions as well as 
an explosion of  research by developing countries both individually and 
collectively. Developing countries grouped together to try to defi ne 
reasonable goals, realistic benchmark periods, and appropriate policy 
instruments. Up to that point only the developed country negotiators 
tended to be prepared with clear roadmaps and technically driven policy 
options. Developing countries generally found it diffi cult to respond col-
lectively to these negotiating techniques because of  the lack of  consensus 
among them beyond broad principled beliefs and long-term desiderata. 
This lack of  clarity on feasible medium-term goals and policy targets 
had resulted in vulnerability toward divide and rule tactics.

The rise and formation of  the G20 occurred in a particular global 
context. Offensive agricultural interests were on the rise. Several 
developing countries, especially in Latin America, had benefi ted from 
a major structural change that allowed a hike in productivity and the 
expansion of  their competitive agricultural products in global markets. 
For their part, Asian countries face water-scarcity problems and insti-
tutional constraints to give way to a process of  concentration of  land 
ownership that might increase their agricultural productivity—hence a 
new ‘green revolution’ is unlikely in the short run. Economic growth, 
urbanisation, and high birth rates, as well as the strengthening of  real 
exchange rates, have increased the propensity to import, boosting the 
demand for foodstuffs. In this context, India and Brazil as leading 
regional powers were ready to join forces and pull their weight in 
WTO negotiations. 

In this context, to ensure that their agenda for agricultural reform 
was not marginalised, India and Brazil drafted a joint proposal, and 
were also able to get the support of  China and Argentina. Nelson 
Giordano Delgado and Adriano Campolino de O. Soares (2005) state 
that the construction of  the coalition was made possible after Brazil 
and India were informed by a study that allowed the bringing together 
of  their initially antagonic positions. The study carried out by Brazil 
showing ‘that market access concessions for developing countries would 
not lead to increased costs for Brazil, so that . . . [Brazil’s] export interest 
would not be affected, . . . supporting the position that special attention 
be given to the pillar of  subsidies’ (14). This understanding allowed 
a progressive coming together of  defensive concerns with offensive 
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interests, which was to become the cornerstone of  coalition building. 
Once the ground between Brazil and India was prepared, the Brazilian 
negotiators immediately invited Argentina into the process. The involve-
ment of  Argentina was considered so crucial that the negotiations with 
India for the development of  the alternative framework began with 
a proposal developed by Argentina. Once it was worked out, India 
brought China into the group. With such a critical mass the Brazilian 
negotiators swayed a string of  fresh Latin American participants to 
join the group (15).

In consultation with other developing countries, the coalition of  the 
G20 issued its joint proposal on the eve of  the Cancun ministerial, which 
opened on 11 September 2003 (WTO 2003a).7 The proposal sought 
considerably greater reduction in all the three pillars of  agricultural 
protection on the part of  the EU and the U.S.8 Whilst the EU-U.S. 
draft had proposed the so-called blended formula on market access for 
all countries, the G20 framework presented a counter-proposal with 
a more far-reaching cuts targeted specifi cally at developed countries. 
To provide meaningful cuts in domestic support subsidies, the G20 
draft called for a complete elimination of  the Blue Box.9 Supporting 
the G33, it also called for the identifi cation of  special products (SPs), 
which would be exempt from tariff  cuts, and an SSM, indicating all in 
all that their main goal was to unravel the protectionism in developed 
countries and the considerable concern for the provisions for special 
and differential treatment (SDT).10

 7 This document was fi rst circulated as JOB(03)162/Rev.1 on 20 August 2003, and 
then submitted on 4 September as a formal proposal for the Cancun ministerial (see 
WTO 2008). It was co-sponsored by Argentina, Bolivia, Brazil, Chile, China, Colom-
bia, Costa Rica, Cuba, Ecuador, El Salvador, Guatemala, India, Mexico, Pakistan, 
Paraguay, Peru, Philippines, South Africa, Thailand, and Venezuela.

 8 For a comparison of  the proposals of  the EU-U.S. positions versus the G20, see 
Clapp (2006) and Delgado and Campolino de O. Soares (2005).

 9 The WTO jargon compares the ‘boxes’ it uses for classifying trade subsidies to 
traffi c lights, so the ‘green box’ translates into a ‘go’ signal and amber could be con-
sidered a cautionary light. However, there is no red box. Instead, there is a ‘blue box’, 
which is used for production-limiting programmes. It groups policies that are exempted 
from the general rule that all subsidies linked to production must be reduced or kept 
within defi ned minimal levels. It covers payments directly linked to acreage or animal 
numbers, but under schemes that also limit production by imposing production quotas 
or requiring farmers to set aside part of  their land. 

10 SDT refers to preferential provisions that apply only to two groups of  members: 
developing countries and the LDCs. Historically, the cases for and against SDT have 
been couched in developmental terms, a key argument being whether lower levels of  
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The Cancun ministerial ended in deadlock. The immediate cause for 
the stalemate was the differences that arose over the Singapore issues 
on the fi nal day of  the conference. However, simmering below this 
disagreement was the dispute on agriculture. Developing countries had 
been unhappy with the initial text issued by Carlos Perez del Castillo as 
the chair of  the General Council for the start of  the ministerial. The 
Derbez text, issued on 13 September, exacerbated the dissatisfaction 
and anger of  developing countries (WTO 2003b; 2003c). Whilst these 
issues remained unresolved at Cancun, the G20 stood together despite 
the breakaway of  Colombia, Costa Rica, Ecuador, El Salvador, Guate-
mala, and Peru under pressure from the U.S.11 Interestingly, however, 
the group resisted fi ssure along the most obvious fault lines—between 
its agricultural exporters (led by Argentina and Brazil) and countries 
with a more defensive agenda in agriculture (led by India, and further 
backed by China).12 The coalition continued to meet in the aftermath 
of  Cancun at the ministerial and technical levels.

Negotiations were resumed in Geneva in March 2004, after consid-
erable preparatory work, and the July package fi nally agreed upon on 
1 August (WTO 2004). The G20 ended up making some concessions 
regarding the Blue Box. But in return, the group was able to gain 
some concessions from the EU and the U.S. through the acceptance 
of  a tiered formula on market access (instead of  the blended formula), 
retention of  de minimis payments for subsistence farmers, and the rec-
ognition of  SPs and an SSM for developing countries.13 The G20 had 
successfully managed to develop its own negotiating agenda, and had 
gained further concessions in the July package.

development justify special treatment or, by contrast, make the adoption of  standard 
rules even more desirable (Narlikar 2005; Tussie 1987).

11 Some of  these countries subsequently returned to the fold, either because of  a 
change in government or because U.S. pressure came to a stop after a bilateral deal was 
closed. At the time of  writing the membership of  the G20 has risen to 23: Argentina, 
Bolivia, Brazil, Chile, China, Cuba, Ecuador, Egypt, Guatemala, India, Indonesia, 
Mexico, Nigeria, Pakistan, Paraguay, Peru, Philippines, South Africa, Tanzania, Thai-
land, Uruguay, Venezuela, and Zimbabwe (G20 2008b).

12 To learn more on the shift from across border obstructionist defensiveness to a 
more nuanced position issue by issue on trade policy implementation in India, see 
Chapter 6. 

13 The tiered tariff  reduction formula implies that the highest bound tariffs face the 
steepest cuts, allowing developing countries smaller reductions than developed ones 
receive. The tariff  resulting from the formula will be the maximum duty permitted for 
a particular product and a particular country (Rebizo and Ibañez 2007).
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Following the July package, however, much work still remained to be 
done, including the negotiation of  modalities for the three pillars. This 
chapter does not discuss the details of  these negotiations.14 Suffi ce it 
to note here that G20 analysis found both the submissions of  both the 
EU and the U.S. inadequate. The G20 argued that the U.S. proposal 
on domestic support would only result in more box shifting, and it was 
particularly unhappy about the attempt to reintroduce a peace clause, 
which might restrict members after the successful legal challenges of  
the cotton subsidies in the U.S. and sugar in the EU.15 The G20 also 
expressed dissatisfaction with the EU’s offer of  tariff  cuts as too low 
and 10 percent tariff  lines to be designated as SPs too high. The G20’s 
proposal provided a detailed alternative framework that included a 
developed version of  the tiered formula on market access through four 
bands, mechanisms of  limiting the Blue Box through product specifi c 
caps, and further cuts in domestic subsidies by the EU and the U.S.

The declaration that was agreed upon at the Hong Kong ministerial 
on 13 to 18 December 2005 did not go far (WTO 2005). Its principal 
achievement was the EU agreement to end export subsidies by 2013. 
To its credit, the ‘four bands for structuring tariff  cuts’ referred to 
in paragraph 7 were a result of  G20 research efforts and proposals. 
Other than that, the declaration reiterated the issues contained in the 
July package. An important point, which some developing countries 
would pick up subsequently, was the inclusion of  paragraph 24 in the 
declaration, which states:

We recognize that it is important to advance the development objectives 
of  this Round through enhanced market access for developing countries 
in both Agriculture and NAMA [non-agricultural market access]. To that 
end, we instruct our negotiators to ensure that there is a comparably high 
level of  ambition in market access for Agriculture and NAMA. This ambi-
tion is to be achieved in a balanced and proportionate manner consistent 
with the principle of  special and differential treatment.

14 For details of  the agricultural negotiations, see Clapp (2006), as well as the WTO 
website <www.wto.org> for the latest proposals.

15 The so-called peace clause had been a product of  the Blair House accord, whereby 
countries had committed to exercise ‘due moderation’ when facing (illegal) subsidies 
that could be challenged under the dispute resolution mechanism. The clause expired 
in 2001, and several disputes were subsequently opened and won, having challenged 
the policies of  the EU and the U.S.

www.wto.org
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The Doha round was supposed to have been concluded by January 
2005. Admittedly, given the fact that the G20 has always been more than 
a blocking coalition, the recurrence of  deadlock does not truly represent 
a success of  the group. However, some of  its members have emerged 
as ‘veto players’ in the WTO.16 Moreover, the G20 has collectively 
demonstrated its ability to maintain its unity and further hold up the 
negotiations if  needed, and its proposals have contributed signifi cantly 
to the limited agreement that does exist on a deal in agriculture. These 
are no small achievements. 

How Research Mattered: The G20 Experience

This section examines the specifi c ways in which research infl uenced the 
G20 position. It reviews three cases in which the G20 produced major, 
innovative ideas, and that would likely have been backed by research 
initiatives by member governments. Those cases are a proposal for a 
tired formula on market access, a proposal regarding an SSM, and a 
proposal for a product-specifi c cap.

These three cases are assessed against the two sets of  hypotheses pre-
sented in the fi rst section. Before launching into this discussion, however, 
one caveat is in order. The primary set of  individuals interviewed for this 
study come from the core group of  the G20: Argentina, Brazil, India, 
and South Africa.17 As leading members of  the G20, and as among 
the economically strongest members of  the coalition, these countries 
in particular could be expected to invest in research to enhance their 
negotiating positions. Interestingly, however, interviews with negotiators, 
government offi cials, researchers in think tanks and other institutes, and 
NGOs directly or indirectly pointed at the limitations of  research inputs. 
For instance, two interviewees from Argentina—one of  them working 
in a leading think tank, the other a senior diplomat—stated:

16 Veto players are individual or collective actors whose agreement is required for a 
change of  the status quo (Tsebelis 1995). See Narlikar 2007 for an application of  George 
Tsebelis’s concept of  ‘veto player’ to emerging powers in international institutions.

17 China is the fi fth member of  this core group, which is sometimes referred to as 
the BASIC (Brazil, Argentina, South Africa, India, and China). However, despite being 
a founding member of  the G20, its participation has been limited. In general, China’s 
involvement fi ts well with the general caution it seems to exercise in its negotiations in 
the WTO ever since it became a member in 2001. This stance is partly just a function 
of  the signifi cant concessions that were part and parcel of  the accession negotiations and 
partly a product of  its strategy of  ‘accommodating and hedging’ (see Foot 2006).
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My perception is that G20 positions are very general. I do not think there 
are vast amounts of  research supporting position taking. Negotiators got 
together in Geneva and built their positions according to a common 
minimum denominator.18

In the Doha round in general, research has been important, not 
necessarily critical or determining . . . Research is just an aspect of  any 
negotiation. It is important to possess ‘qualifi ed’ information but it is 
only one aspect of  many others. Other variables are much more critical 
than research at the negotiation table.19

Another interviewee, this time a government offi cial from Brazil, offered 
a more nuanced position, but still highlighted the limited value of  
research for the G20: ‘Obviously, there is a connection between technical 
inputs and political control. I tell you, the political control is ours.’20

This link between political mandates and the research agenda was 
also emphasised by the Indians. To take one example, a researcher 
in a prestigious Indian think tank stated that ultimately any policy or 
negotiating position boils down to the ‘political sense of  the bureaucrats, 
who pick and choose the opinions that suit them’.21

Most government offi cials interviewed pointed out that research inputs 
had not contradicted the positions taken by the G20. This fi nding rein-
forces the point that political agendas have been the major driving force 
behind research that might be used for negotiating purposes later on. 
That said, interviewees went on to give examples on how certain types 
of  research had helped the G20 to develop a particular position. Some 
of  these positions in fact subsequently provided the basis of  a particular 
agreement or compromise (for instance in the July package or the Hong 
Kong declaration). In this regard, the above-mentioned researcher from 
India said: ‘I knew the government’s position was: the G20 needs to be 
backed—an understanding that I shared . . . our job was to provide practi-
cal leads to the government.22

Within the coalition, Brazil taken the lead in developing a well-trained 
staff  of  researchers and lawyers specialised in WTO negotiations who 
can provide such practical guides. Brazilian authorities noted the 
process of  increasing legalisation and judicialisation of  international 
trade relations after the Uruguay round and the establishment of  the 

18 Interview with a researcher in an Argentinian think tank, 6 February 2007.
19 Inteview with a senior Argentinian negotiator, 31 January 2007.
20 Interview with a Brazilian foreign affairs offi cial, 13 March 2007.
21 Interview with a researcher in an Indian think tank, 20 March 2007. 
22 Interview with a researcher in an Indian think tank, 20 March 2007.
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dispute settlement mechanism. Such awareness led the government to 
articulate a new public-private partnership for trade policy and trade 
litigation (Shaffer et al. 2006). Step by step, Brazil has developed a tri-
partite structure for WTO dispute settlement. The fi rst component of  
the structure is the specialised WTO dispute settlement division located 
in Brasilia, and the coordination between this unit and Brazil’s WTO 
mission in Geneva constitutes the second component. The third com-
ponent is the coordination between both of  these entities with Brazil’s 
private sector and law fi rms hired by it (Shaffer et al. 2006). As an 
integral part of  this third component, in 2003 Brazil’s mission started 
a programme to facilitate training in WTO law and dispute settlement 
of  young attorneys in law fi rms. Supported fi nancially by the law fi rms, 
the internship programme aimed at creating a critical mass of  legal 
experts capable of  understanding the technicalities of  agreements and 
the opportunities to challenge violations, thus moving Brazil from being 
at the receiving end to taking an active role in litigation.

The critical mass of  legal expertise that emerged from the in-country 
cooperation between the public and private sector became an extremely 
valuable asset not only for defending individual business interests, but 
also for the Doha negotiations overall. The public-private partnership 
had multiplying external effects as Brazil shared its newly acquired 
knowledge with peer countries in intra-coalition cooperation. Brazil’s 
acquisition of  expertise on the ground and grasp of  technical knowl-
edge were thus transferred to the construction of  knowledge-driven, 
applicable negotiating proposals. Of  course, this also reinforced Brazil’s 
position within the coalition and further contributed to the consolida-
tion of  its leadership.

The cases of  all these countries within the G20 suggest that research 
and knowledge have made a difference within political constraints. Even 
if  research and analysis do not actively set the grand agenda, they 
can determine the substantive nitty-gritty of  the bargaining process 
that underlies multilateral trade negotiations. The following examples 
illustrate how this might be the case, and further suggest the ends that 
such research and analysis might aim at as well as the different degrees 
of  success they can generate. Table 11–2 shows the various domestic 
organisations and groups within the four core member countries, which 
contributed in the production of  research and also contributed to the 
legitimisation process.
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Table 11–1: Research Players in the G20 Game

Argentina Brazil India South Africa

Ministries • Foreign Affairs 
• Secretary of  

Agriculture

• Agriculture 
• Agrarian 

Development
• Development, 

Industry and 
Commerce

• Foreign Affairs

• Ministry of  
Commerce and 
Industry

• Foreign Affairs

• Department 
of  Trade and 
Industry

• Department of  
Agriculture

Research 
institutes/
think tanks

• INAI (various funding 
sources: Buenos Aires 
Grain Exchange, 
Rosario Board of  
Trade, Bahia Blanca 
Grain Exchange, 
Chamber of  the Oil 
Industry—CIARA)

• CEI (part of  the 
Ministry of  Foreign 
Affairs: governmental 
founding)

• ICONE (funds 
provided by 
agribusiness 
associations; 
some projects 
supported by 
international 
organizations 
WB, IDB)

• National Council of  
Applied Economic 
Research (NCAER) 
(grants from the 
Indian Ministry of  
Finance; self-funding; 
funding from State 
Govern ments and 
the International 
Government 
Organisation)

• Indian Council 
for Research on 
International 
Economic Relations 
(ICRIER) (self-
funding)

• Indian Institute of  
Foreign Trade (IIFT) 
(governmentally 
fi nanced)

• UNCTAD India 
Programme

• National Law School 
University of  India

• Trade Law 
Centre for 
South Africa 
(TRALAC) 
(fi nanced by 
international 
agencies: 
Australian 
AID (AusAID), 
DANIDA 
(Denmark), 
Dutch Foreign 
Ministry, SIDA 
(Sweden)

• University of  
Victoria

• University of  
Stellenbosch

• University 
of  Durban 
Orange Free 
State

Business 
and other 
lobby 
groups

• Argentina Agriculture 
Association (Federación 
Agraria Argentina)

• Argentine Rural 
Association (Sociedad 
Rural Argentina)

• Buenos Aires Grain 
Exchange 

• Rosario Board of  
Trade

• Bahia Blanca Grain 
Exchange

• Chamber of  
the Oil Industry 
Confederaciones 
Rurales Argentinas

• National 
Confederation 
of  Agriculture 
(Confederaçao 
de Agricultura e 
Pecuaria do Brasil, 
CNA)

• National 
Confederation 
of  rural peasant 
and workers 
(Confederaçao 
Nacional dos 
Trabalhadores 
na Agricultura, 
CONTAG )

• Federation of  
Indian Chambers of  
Commerce (FICCI)

• Confederation of  
Indian Industry (CII)

• Agri South 
Africa
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Tariff-Cutting Formulae

One of  the major contributions of  the G20 to the negotiation process 
was the  critique of  the blended formula proposal offered by the EU 
and the U.S. in the run-up to Cancun in August 2003. This critique 
was able to grasp the implications of  the technical issues and come 
up with an alternative version. In several interviews, trade negotia-
tors said this contribution of  the G20 would not have been possible 
without the research taken on initially by India and subsequently by 
Brazil. For example,

the blended formula was severely criticised by the G20, but it was not 
until India came up with a study that the group had strong arguments 
against the formula. The study demonstrated that the U.S. and EU pro-
posal only benefi ted developed countries (in particular those with tariff  
peaks such as the U.S.). The research by India and the resulting paper 
allowed the G20 to be the fi rst coalition to have frontally opposed the 
‘blended formula’.23

There were also references, in addition to the Indian paper, to the 
roles played by Argentina and Brazil in contributing to challenge the 
blended formula.24 In particular, the Instituto de Estudos do Comércio 
e Negociações Internacionais (ICONE), a Brazilian agribusiness think 
tank, is reputed to have played a very important role in contributing 

23 Interview with Argentinian negotiator, 6 February 2007. 
24 Interviews with Argentinian negotiator, 6 February 2007, and with a researcher 

in a Brazilian think tank, 27 April 2007.

Table 11–1 (cont.)

Argentina Brazil India South Africa

Forums • Working group 
at Itamaraty 
(CNA, 
CONTAG, 
ICONE, and 
Ministries)

• Permanent 
Forum on 
International 
Agricultural 
Negotiations

• The Ministry of  
Commerce holds 
occasional seminars 
to keep contact with 
civil society

Agricultural 
Trade Forum 
(farmers 
organisations, 
government, 
labour, and 
consumer groups)
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to this alternative approach to market access.25 Unfortunately, despite 
repeated attempts, it was not possible to fi nd the paper trail of  the cri-
tique of  the blended formula in May 2004. As a result, it is not possible 
to confi rm which countries (and groups or organisations within them) 
took the lead on this initiative. However, a simple examination of  the 
proposal strongly suggests that such a detailed proposal could not have 
been developed without a good deal of  research into the area.

The Permanent Mission of  Brazil (2004) issued a communication 
on behalf  of  the G20 on 7 May 2004, which analysed the blended 
formula in terms of  ‘a fundamentally fl awed approach to agricultural 
market access’. Apart from taking the issue of  the blended formula on 
the grounds of  SDT, the draft claimed the following:

There is a shared feeling that ‘the Blended formula’ is biased in favour 
of  the tariff  structures of  its proponents, enabling them to maintain 
the protectionist status quo, since the highest tariffs would be subject to 
the lowest tariff  reduction. In view of  the difference between the tariff  
structures of  developed and developing countries, ‘the Blended formula’ 
would impose an overly onerous burden of  tariff  reduction on developing 
countries. At the same time, it would enable developed countries to protect 
their tariff  peaks on products of  export interest to several Members, while 
the application of  the Swiss- and duty-free components on their cluster 
of  already low tariffs would result in minimal tariff  reductions (2).

This critique provided the basis for the compromise that was struck 
as part of  the July package. As a result, the so-called tiered formula 
emerged and appears in paragraphs 28–30 of  the July package (WTO 
2004). The G20 continued to hone the tiered formula and presented 
several papers on this (G20 2005a; 2005b). These were substantive 
proposals in terms of  innovative ideas as well as technical detail. For 
instance, the G20 (2005a, para. 4) argued that

overall proportionality of  commitments between developed and developing 
countries should be achieved through lower tariff  reductions and higher 
thresholds for the bands. Developing country Members will cut less than 
2/3 of  the cut to be undertaken by developed country Members.

Furthermore,

25 ICONE’s mission is the understanding of  the global dynamics of  agribusiness, 
bioenergy, and international trade through applied research. 
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The G20 stresses that its proposal of  the linear cut within the bands con-
stitutes the real middle ground in market access negotiations and expects 
Members to converge to that proposal (G20 2005a, para. 7).

All these efforts were not expended in vain. Even though the detailed 
cuts still have to be agreed upon, elements of  these proposals were 
incorporated into the Hong Kong declaration, which adopted four 
bands for structuring tariff  cuts,

recognizing that we need now to agree on the relevant thresholds—includ-
ing those applicable for developing country Members (WTO 2005, 
para. 7).

Special Safeguard Mechanism

A second initiative that reveals evidence of  some detailed research is 
on the SSM. The SSM forms the core of  the G33 proposal, and is an 
area on which the G20 is divided. Anecdotal evidence refers to stud-
ies conducted by Argentina and Brazil on the impact of  SPs and the 
SSM.26 These studies suggested an adverse impact of  the SP and SSM, 
as these provisions would nullify any market access concessions from 
developing countries. A proposal that would circumscribe the scope of  
SP-SSM was necessary.

The central drive for research in this area came from Argentina. The 
ministry of  agriculture led work on this area, and then sent the initial 
proposal to the Instituto para las Negociaciones Agrícolas Internacio-
nales (Institute of  International Negotiations on Agriculture [INAI]) 
around the middle of  2005. In November 2005, INAI came up with a 
detailed proposal on the implementation of  paragraph 42 of  the July 
package. While accepting the SSM in principle, the draft came up with 
a set of  rules within which it could be applied, including a time limit 
for how long the safeguard would be valid, along with provisions for 
the monitoring and surveillance of  its use, as well as the monitoring 
and surveillance of  its use. Continuing to work on this agenda, with 
Paraguay and Uruguay as co-sponsors, Argentina (2006) presented a 
draft to the WTO on this issue. This proposal went beyond the general 
principle of  SSM to address issues on its implementation, including 

26 Interview with researchers in a leading Argentinian think tank, 6 February 2007; 
written communiqué from a lawyer working in an Argentinian think tank, 15 August 
2007.
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types of  data to be used, and identifi ed some very detailed specifi c 
triggers that should be used to activate the SSM.

The SSM proposal is particularly interesting as it shows the interac-
tion between the technical and political components of  research. Despite 
claims of  evidence of  the substantial costs that would result from the 
SSM, Argentina, Paraguay, and Uruguay have been cautious, avoiding 
an outright opposition to the mechanism. This is a consequence of  the 
efforts of  various coalitions of  developing countries to maintain ‘alli-
ances of  sympathy’ among themselves. Given especially that 13 of  the 
23 members of  the G20 are also members of  the G33, overt opposition 
against the SSM by Argentina, Paraguay, and Uruguay could seriously 
jeopardise the long-term goals of  the G20. Research on the implications 
of  the SSM, and on ways to limit it in time and coverage, thus works 
within these political constraints.

Product-Specifi c Caps

The idea of  product-specifi c caps is signifi cant for two reasons. First, 
the emergence and step-by-step construction of  the proposal shows the 
considerable learning that occurs as countries understand the juris-
prudence and use it to their advantage to negotiate with increasingly 
clear and focused proposals and armed with the full range of  technical 
insights that they acquire as they develop analytical skills when they 
litigate. Second, it shows the interaction that takes place between the 
legislative and the juridical sides of  the WTO.

The initial statements of  the G20 on the issue were presented at 
the informal Special Session of  the Committee of  Agriculture, on 
11 November 2004. Brazil is reputed to have taken the lead in early 
2005. The feasibility of  applying ceilings to specifi c products to keep 
the aggregate measure of  support in check gained ground after its 
successful experience with the cotton and sugar panels in 2004. The 
panels that Brazil won against cotton subsidies in the U.S. and sugar 
subsidies in the EU introduced the possibility of  applying product-
 specifi c caps on domestic subsidies, a commitment that the U.S. had 
been reluctant to accept. Ceilings on specifi c products are meant to 
control the pro-cyclical effect of  over-subsidisation in global markets 
when prices fall, which puts non-subsidising countries in a particularly 
fragile spot when the scramble to retain market shares breaks out. This 
is an option the U.S. has tried to retain in order to retain leverage 
precisely at such junctures.
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Armed with the successful learning experience of  litigation, Brazil 
took the lead on this issue. There is some evidence of  this, some of  
it anecdotal, but there were also papers presented on this issue that 
were subsequently taken up by the G20 (G20 2005c, 74; 2007; Jales 
and Tachinardi 2006). Requests to the relevant organisations and 
ministries in Brazil for the papers that were written prior to the G20 
statements on product-specifi c caps (before March 2005) unfortunately 
did not generate a favourable response. However, there is published 
evidence that detailed mechanisms for implementing product-specifi c 
caps were developed using signifi cant research from ICONE. Based on 
the precedent set by the cotton case, ICONE researchers proposed a 
criterion for setting product-specifi c caps in terms of  the adverse effects 
on other countries’ exports: ‘The defi nition of  the tolerance level [to 
trade distortion] is crucial in the establishment of  disciplines by product’ 
(Costa et al. 2007, 2).

Thus legal precedent setting and subsequent additional research were 
fundamental contributions to the ability to propose reasonable goals, 
appropriate benchmarking, and policy instruments. Such an empirical 
approach suggests that the research will continue to perform a signifi -
cant function as the coalition nurtures cooperation and continues to 
mature.

What Do These Cases Say?

The fi rst section of  this chapter presented two sets of  hypotheses regard-
ing the role of  research: the fi rst related to the dealings of  the coalition 
with external parties and the second referred to the role of  research 
in intra-coalition dynamics. What do these cases discussed here tell us 
about these hypotheses?

The fi rst fi nding that emerges from the three cases is that the G20 
did engage in the production of  research that led to procedurally 
relevant knowledge. Nonetheless, the coalition has not endowed itself  
with a collective research capacity. Particular member countries of  the 
coalition take the lead on specifi c issues, which are then incorporated 
as part of  the G20 agenda. Consequently a division of  labour emerges 
along the way. Importantly, however, this division is de facto rather than 
pre-planned and it is confi gured and reconfi gured as issues appear on 
the agenda affecting specifi c interests.
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A second fi nding of  this study is that the three cases suggest that 
research initiatives of  the G20 have made detailed contributions to the 
substance of  the negotiations. However, these are neither fi rst-mover 
initiatives nor grand agenda-setting visions. Rather, the coalition had 
arisen fi rst and foremost as a political alliance against the EU-U.S. draft 
prior to the Cancun ministerial. Once this rather general agenda of  
agricultural reform was identifi ed, research began to matter. All three 
instances examined in this chapter as illustrations of  the ability of  G20 
research to infl uence the substance of  negotiations also reinforce the 
importance of  the political hooks (both as constraints and opportunities) 
on which research initiatives hang. The hypothesis regarding the infl u-
ence of  research for agenda setting is hence only partially confi rmed.

The hypothesis on the distributive ends of  research is confi rmed. All 
of  the statements, position papers, and formal proposals put forward 
show how the G20 has moved with counterproposals to those of  the 
EU and the U.S. There have been no attempts to expand the zone 
of  agreement. Rather, each of  these cases has begun with a process 
of  an elaborate critique of  the proposals of  the North, and only then 
the G20 has proceeded to suggest alternative approaches. All these 
proposals claim value from the North and defend the G20 against 
such declarations.

Finally, the legitimisation purposes of  research emerge rather clearly 
in this chapter. Research taken on by member countries (or various 
institutions or actors within them) is not open-ended, but is directed 
toward the elaboration of  the general mandate of  the group, the 
legitimisation of  it, or both. When used for legitimisation, an outside 
audience seems to be targeted—for instance the product-specifi c cap 
proposals, available on the websites of  ICONE and the International 
Centre for Trade and Sustainable Development (ICTSD). The G20 
statements and press releases further refl ect the concern of  the group 
to communicate its fi ndings to an external audience. In terms of  intra- 
coalition dynamics, the G20 certainly seems to have used available 
research to cement the group.

That said, not all the hypotheses were fully corroborated by the evi-
dence examined in this chapter. For instance, this study has not been 
able to confi rm the role of  research as a cohesive element from the 
perspective of  a club good, whereby the coalition can attract members 
and exclude non-members (thereby providing a greater incentive for 
countries to join the coalition). Instead, the G20 seems to have had the 
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ability to keep members of  other coalitions happy. This was refl ected 
in the ‘alliances of  sympathy’ that arose at the Cancun ministerial 
(Narlikar and Tussie 2004); it was further refl ected in the joint press 
statement that was issued by the G110 at the Hong Kong ministerial, 
where Brazil and India played a major role. Far from excluding countries 
not belonging to the coalition, the G20 (2008a) website states:

In the upcoming negotiations on modalities, the G20 will maintain its 
engagement in the negotiations, its internal coordination and its efforts to 
interact with other groups with a view to promoting developing countries 
interests in agricultural negotiations.

This attempt to engage constructively with other coalitions may be a 
product of  some learning—the Brazil and India-led G10 coalition in 
the Uruguay round had refused to discuss and share fi ndings with other 
developing countries and had ended up isolated in the endgame at Punta 
del Este. The full motivations of  the G20 behind its willingness to work 
with other coalitions of  developing countries, and the sustainability of  
such efforts however, lie beyond the scope of  this chapter.

In addition, the G20 has attempted to logroll different issues onto 
its agenda to prevent defection. This is refl ected most clearly in the 
Argentine proposal on SSM, which, although throwing light on the risks, 
stays well within the group’s overall commitment to supporting other 
coalitions of  developing countries including the G33. This tendency can 
be seen in all the efforts of  the group to include detailed SDT provisions 
into its agenda that have the greatest relevance for tropical exporters 
within it. For instance, one interviewee from Brazil stated: 

Unity is vital for the coalition. Demands of  small countries are taken 
into account . . . Some things that affect only two or three G20 mem-
bers—such as preference erosion in tropical products—are taken into 
account because the G20 is concerned with defending all the interests of  
developing countries. A by-product of  this is that it reinforces the unity 
of  the coalition.27

Finally, the importance of  research was confi rmed in terms of  its 
impact on domestic legitimisation. After the group had been created, 
considerable effort was expended in consulting with various in-country 
interest groups Admittedly, this process of  ‘consultation’ was heavily 

27 Interview with a diplomat in the Permanent Mission of  Brazil, Geneva, 23 
March 2007.
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state-driven (Hurrell and Narlikar 2006; Priyadarshi 2004). But none-
theless, it served an important function of  legitimisation—this time to 
the domestic audience. This process also produced some reverse loops: 
once consulted, particular groups came up with some specifi c propos-
als, which in turn were fed back into the government of  the member 
country. This idea is nicely captured by one interviewee in describing 
an informal technical group that unites three parties involved in the 
negotiations within Brazil, namely government, agriculture and agri-
business, and ICONE:

The group meets several times during the week . . . All interests must be 
taken into account, not only the offensive interests. Otherwise, the bal-
ance within the group would be broken. This informal technical group 
works just like a small G20.28

Research, taken on by individual members and subsequently shared 
with other members of  the coalition, mattered in the case of  the G20. 
This chapter has highlighted the mechanisms whereby research came 
to make a difference in the negotiating agenda of  the G20 and has also 
assessed the impact of  this research in terms of  outcomes. Admittedly, 
the political constraints are high, so the set-up of  research is determined 
in a signifi cant way by the interests of  individual members as well as 
intra-coalition dynamics. But working with these constraints, research 
can go a long way in infl uencing the negotiating agenda of  the coali-
tion and providing an important source of  its legitimacy.

Conclusion

This chapter has shown the increasing importance and participa-
tion of  developing countries in the trade rule-making process at the 
WTO. The G20 has been able to increase its strength and bargaining 
power by building coalitions that have introduced proposals in the 
WTO negotiating agenda aiming at offsetting the proposals previ-
ously presented by the developed countries and perceived as unfair by 
developing countries. Specifi cally, three of  the proposals introduced by 
the G20 have been analysed and the degree to which such proposals 
were backed by research was examined. In addition, the role played 

28 Interview with a diplomat in the Permanent Mission of  Brazil, Geneva, 23 
March 2007.
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by research in infl uencing coalition politics both internally and with 
non-members has been studied. Thus, this chapter has attempted to 
establish the extent to which the empowered position of  the South is 
related to intra-coalition research.

The coalition strategy implemented by the G20 was found to be 
effective in increasing the bargaining power of  developing countries 
as well as in enhancing their ability to defend their interests without 
building collective research capacity to back the proposals. Instead, 
particular sources (in the cases analysed in this chapter, namely India, 
Brazil, and Argentina) took the lead on specifi c issues, which were then 
incorporated as part of  the G20 agenda, in a spontaneous division of  
labour. In contrast to the G33, the G20 has tapped on a variety of  
sources as well as the hands-on expertise acquired in litigation.

The direct use of  research for submitting proposals (a tiered formula 
on market access, limits to a SSM, and product-specifi c caps) played a 
signifi cant role. Internally it provided cohesion to the coalition, discour-
aged defection and allowed the domestic legitimisation to negotiations 
where exporter interests were at stake. Paradoxically, so did the fact that 
such research was discarded when fi ndings were considered inconvenient 
to the deployment of  a particular political strategy (such as research on 
the costs of  the SSM for some member countries). However, this study 
has not found evidence that research played a cohesive role from the 
perspective of  a club good. On the contrary, the strategy of  the coalition 
rested on some members’ sharing their research with non-members in 
order to garner sympathy from other developing countries.

Finally, because the proposals introduced by the G20 arose as a 
response to the proposals of  the EU and the U.S., research that indeed 
contributed to the substance of  the negotiations was anchored in policy 
from the outset and subject to political constraints: once governments 
had committed to the alliance, research was commissioned and directed 
step by step following the needs and opportunities of  the agenda. Gov-
ernments remain at the helm and research is produced on demand. It 
is rarely arm’s length. However, even within this ‘direction’, research 
plays an important role in the shape of  the proposals that were put 
forward, fi rst by individual governments and subsequently by the coali-
tion. Research might not matter much in the initial agenda-setting 
phase, but the nitty-gritty of  negotiations would be impossible without 
it. The G20 has managed to produce a series of  small operational 
papers that may appear to routinely follow precedent, but they tap 
on a variety of  in-country sources and are used politically at strategic 
points of  the negotiations.
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CHAPTER NINE

CENTRALIZED PRODUCTION: THE GROUP OF 33

Paul Mably1

This chapter examines how the Group of  33 (G33) coalition of  devel-
oping countries uses research produced or guided by an international 
non-governmental organisation (NGO) to advance their development 
objectives at World Trade Organization (WTO) negotiations. The G33’s 
instruments of  choice are special products (SP) and a special safeguard 
mechanism (SSM) under the market access pillar of  talks on trade in 
agriculture.

Current international rules are seen by many developing countries as 
inadequate, if  not inimical, to their pursuit of  the three development 
objectives of  food security, livelihood security, and rural development. 
Trade rules do not respond to the needs of  countries where small-scale 
agriculture continues to be the dominant economic activity among 
their large rural populations, and where poverty alleviation and rural 
development depend to a large extent on the health of  rural agricul-
ture.2 According to G33 negotiators consulted for the study described 
in this chapter, research—their own and that of  other entities such as 
NGOs—has helped them to develop better negotiating positions to 
pursue these development needs.

Food security, livelihood security, and rural development are inter-
related concepts (Stevens 2004, 4). Originally food security meant self-
suffi ciency in basic foodstuffs. More recently the emphasis has shifted 
to the importance of  access to food by households, whether through 
production or employment. Herein lies the connection to livelihoods 

1 Paul Mably is a Canada-based independent consultant on international trade and 
development policy. The author gratefully acknowledges the generous contributions of  
the individuals interviewed for this chapter in addition to Diana Tussie and Ricardo 
Meléndez Ortiz.

2 Agriculture still accounts for a large portion of  the gross national product (GNP) 
of  developing countries, as well as 70% of  employment in low-income countries and 
30% in middle-income countries. (This information and many of  the other arguments 
reviewed below are referenced by Luisa Bernal (2004, 9–15) and the International 
Centre for Trade and Sustainable Development ([ICTSD] 2005b, ix, 4–11).
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and rural development. Individual families unable to produce their own 
food must generate earnings to buy food. Similarly, countries that are 
not self-suffi cient in food production must generate earnings from other 
economic activities to pay for commercial imports of  food, or they must 
have access to concessionary food aid. Dependence on trade or aid 
for basic food requirements makes countries vulnerable under current 
global rules. Most poor countries depend for their earnings on one or 
two export commodities, whose prices on world markets are volatile 
and in long-term decline. Food aid supply is also unreliable, especially 
when food prices increase, and it sometimes comes with political strings 
attached. Therefore the risks of  relying only or largely on food imports 
and food aid for stable access to food are high.

Current rules of  trade permit huge subsidies for food production 
in developed countries. Small-scale producers in developing countries 
are unable to compete when this subsidised food is imported into their 
countries. These producers lose market share domestically, and are 
unable to compete abroad. Their situation, and therefore rural liveli-
hoods and rural development, become ever more precarious.

Developing countries have formed coalitions in the WTO to fi ght for 
rules that reduce or eliminate food production subsidies in developed 
countries, that open developed country markets to agricultural exports 
from developing countries, and that protect food security, livelihood 
security, and rural development from the effects of  subsidised food 
imports and import surges. The G33 was established specifi cally to 
fi ght for these three interrelated public policy objectives.

A coalition such as G33 must develop the capacity to generate new, 
policy-relevant knowledge through the commissioning of  studies and the 
creation of  working groups to draft proposals and innovative approaches 
to these complex policy problems. Little work has been done to under-
stand the role that research has played within trade policy coalitions. 
There is also little understanding of  the role of  NGO research in 
nurturing trade policy processes within developing countries, or those 
of  developing country coalitions. Preliminary work on NGO action in 
international trade forums indicates that NGOs are having increasing 
impact in support of  developing countries (Mably 2006).

The present study considers what infl uence knowledge generation 
may be having at the G33 and the WTO, and specifi cally knowledge 
generated by the International Centre for Trade and Sustainable 
Development (ICTSD), a Geneva-based NGO. The study tests the 
hypothesis that coalitions use research for both external and internal 
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purposes, and that both categories aim to build consensus during the 
process of  negotiation. External purposes include both ensuring that 
the coalition’s issue is placed on the agenda and receives serious consid-
eration in the relevant decision-making forum (the WTO in this case) 
and legitimising the coalition position to the point where it is accepted 
as policy. Internal coalition purposes include attracting and holding new 
members to the coalition, and also preventing their defection from it. 
The study shows that the hypotheses are only partially valid. To support 
the conclusions it presents, the study relies on the literature on policy 
uptake (see the introduction to this volume), on telephone interviews 
with G33 negotiators and ICTSD staff, on research pieces produced 
by ICTSD and other sources, and on the coalition’s public statements 
and proposals to the WTO.3

This chapter examines two specifi c interrelated policy change ‘epi-
sodes’. The fi rst is the generation of  internal consensus among G33 
member countries in defi ning the meaning and scope of  SPs and the 
SSM. The second is the generation of  consensus at the WTO on the 
articulation of  SPs and the SSM on the negotiating agenda.

SPs and SSM are components of  special and differential treatment 
(SDT), which developing countries have sought as a way to adapt WTO 
trade rules to supporting development goals. Each instrument has its 
own distinct purpose: SPs should provide targeted protection for specifi c 
products that would not survive under competitive conditions but are 
crucial to food security, livelihood security, and rural development. The 
SSM would allow countries to protect sectors that must compete against 
imports, either in times of  import surges or of  price depression.

Until the Doha round of  trade negotiations is concluded, it is impos-
sible to say whether research has led to policy change in the sense of  
changes to WTO rules. However, this chapter considers that the evolu-
tion and refi nement of  the G33’s position on SPs and the SSM and 
the agreement of  WTO members to put both issues on their negotiat-
ing agenda both represent shifts in policy, and thus it is meaningful to 
examine NGO research infl uence in relation to these shifts.

The second section of  this chapter reviews the context and history 
of  the two policy episodes, looking both inside the WTO and G33 

3 The individuals interviewed were Maria Fe Alberto-Chau Huu (Philippines), 
Christophe Bellmann (ICTSD), Emalene Marcus-Burnett (Barbados), Ahmad Mukhtar 
(Pakistan), and Edi Yusup (Indonesia).



242 paul mably

and at the external infl uences upon them. The third section examines 
evidence gathering and link building—that is, research processes and 
research itself  in the G33 coalition and the ICTSD. The fourth section 
provides evidence of  the uptake of  the research of  ICTSD and other 
organisations by G33 and WTO policy makers. The fi fth section sets 
out some concluding observations.

Context and History

Internal Context

When agriculture was brought under multilateral trade rules for the 
fi rst time, in the Uruguay round, WTO members recognised that 
developing countries require special consideration. The SDT measures 
for developing countries in the Agreement on Agriculture (AoA) that 
were implemented in 1995 include, among others:

• lower reduction levels for tariffs (24% for developing countries versus 
36% for developed countries), domestic support (20% versus 15%), 
and export subsidies (36% versus 24%);

• more time to implement these reductions (10 years);
• minimum reduction of  tariffs by 10% (versus 15% for developed 

countries);
• relaxed provisions related to the accumulation and disposal of  buffer 

stocks for food security purposes and for food aid; and
• exemption from conversion to tariffs of  those non-tariff  barriers 

applied to predominant staple foods in the local traditional diet.

While a group of  developing countries welcomed these SDT provisions, 
many considered them to be insuffi cient to protect their food security 
and rural livelihoods under Uruguay round rules, and that these rules 
led to increasing poverty and inequality (Bernal 2004, 10). Even the 
emergency measures agreed in that round have proven inadequate. 
The AoA provides for special safeguards (SSG) that would allow all 
members to impose a temporary tariff  above their bound rate in the 
case of  a surge in imports beyond certain volumes (volume trigger) or 
when product prices fall below a certain threshold (price trigger). The 
SSG have been of  little use to developing countries due to the strin-
gent technical conditions attached to them and the fact that they are 
available only to countries that engage in tariffi cation, converting their 
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non-tariff  restrictions (NTBs) into tariffs—a total of  just 22 developing 
countries. Most opted for ceiling tariff  rates, therefore disqualifying 
them from use of  the SSG.

Diffi culties in using these defence mechanisms led developing coun-
tries to form the Like-Minded Group in 2000 during the renewed 
negotiations of  the AoA.4 The Like-Minded Group proposed a ‘develop-
ment box’ of  measures for fl exible use of  rules on trade in agriculture. 
The notions of  the SP and SSM emerged in that context as specifi c 
development box mechanisms:

• The creation of  a special safeguard mechanism available only to 
developing countries to mitigate damage from import surges of  crops 
competing with domestic staples.

• The ability to raise tariffs on food security crops where tariff  bind-
ings were too low, without having to ‘pay’ with concessions in other 
trade areas.

• Exemptions from spending limits for crops that meet food security 
criteria.

Developing countries then honed these concepts in further submissions 
to the WTO. In early 2001, Korea proposed special consideration for 
key staple crops as border protection measures are reduced, and India 
proposed a food security box. It is the Africa Group that fi rst raised 
the idea, in 2002, of  allowing lower tariff  reductions for strategic or 
special products to ensure food security, livelihood security, and rural 
development (Mamaty 2003). The Africa Group, Indonesia, and the 
Philippines also called for an agricultural safeguard mechanism for 
developing countries. By July 2003, on the eve of  the WTO ministerial 
meeting in Cancún, a broader coalition of  countries had formed to 
refi ne and push forward these ideas. Initially called the Alliance for SP 
and SSM, led by the Philippines, it presented a fi rst statement to the 
WTO Special Session of  the Committee on Agriculture on 18 July.5 

4 The Like-Minded Group consisted of  Cuba, the Dominican Republic, El Salvador, 
Haiti, Honduras, Kenya, Nicaragua, Pakistan, Sri Lanka, Uganda, and Zimbabwe—
mostly net food importers, dependent on one or a few crops for export revenues.

5 The Alliance for SP and SSM comprised Cuba, the Dominican Republic, Hondu-
ras, India, Indonesia, Kenya, Mauritius, Nigeria, Pakistan, Panama, Peru, the Philip-
pines, Turkey, Uganda, Venezuela, and Zimbabwe.
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In September 2003 it became known as the Group of  33 developing 
countries.6

The G33 was established in Indonesia on 9 September 2003, a few 
days before the creation of  the Group of  20 (G20) developing countries, 
and just prior to the WTO ministerial in Cancún. Its stated purpose is 
‘to ensure that the issue of  food security, rural livelihood and rural devel-
opment becomes an integral part of  the agricultural negotiations . . . by 
vigorously promoting Special and Differential Treatment through the 
concept of  Special Products (SP) and Special Safeguard Mechanism for 
all developing countries’ (G33 2005b, 3). The G33 outlines its develop-
ment aims in a letter to the World Bank: ‘The Group has endeavoured 
to raise the concerns of  the millions of  subsistence and poor farmers 
in the developing world whose livelihood and food security will be 
threatened by an across-the-board substantial trade liberalization in 
agriculture, especially in an environment of  highly distorted agricultural 
markets, and therefore the Group’s mandate and concern is precisely 
poverty prevention and alleviation’ (Bustami 2006, 2).

The WTO Committee on Agriculture responded slowly to these 
initiatives. By December 2002, an overview paper on agriculture 
negotiations referred to an ‘exemption from reduction commitments 
for certain agricultural products which are of  strategic importance in 
pursuing food security, product diversifi cation, rural development and 
employment, and poverty alleviation’ (WTO 2002, 4). In early 2003 
two drafts of  modalities for the further commitments were put forward, 
and one mentioned ‘special products with respect to food security, rural 
development and/or livelihood security concerns’ that could be subject 
to minimum tariff  reductions (see also WTO 2003a; WTO 2003b, 
4). The SSM was also contemplated. It took another year and a half  
before the WTO membership as a whole reached the consensus that 
constituted one of  the policy episodes of  this chapter: the endorsement 
of  SPs and the SSM as a subject for WTO negotiation. This occurred 
when the General Council agreed to the July framework (for negotia-

6 The G33 consists of  46 countries: Antigua and Barbuda, Barbados, Belize, Benin, 
Bolivia, Botswana, China, Congo, Côte d’Ivoire, Cuba, Dominica, the Dominican 
Republic, El Salvador, Grenada, Guatemala, Guyana, Haiti, Honduras, India, Indo-
nesia, Jamaica, Kenya, Korea, Madagascar, Mauritius, Mongolia, Mozambique, Nica-
ragua, Nigeria, Pakistan, Panama, Peru, the Philippines, St. Kitts and Nevis, St. Lucia, 
St. Vincent and the Grenadines, Senegal, Sri Lanka, Suriname, Tanzania, Trinidad 
and Tobago, Turkey, Uganda, Venezuela, Zambia, and Zimbabwe. Bolivia, Indonesia, 
Pakistan, and Philippines are also members of  the Cairns Group.
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tions on trade in agriculture) on 1 August 2004. The July framework 
was a milestone because the WTO went beyond simply recognising 
commercial objectives to incorporating the protection of  food security, 
livelihood security, and rural development as criteria for the selection 
of  SPs and indeed for all SDT. There is also agreement on the estab-
lishment of  an SSM to counteract sudden price fl uctuations or import 
surges (Hoda 2005, 3–; ICTSD 2005b, 42).

The G33 submitted more technically elaborated proposals just prior 
to the meeting of  WTO ministers in Hong Kong in December 2005. 
At that meeting, the ministers agreed that developing countries were 
entitled to designate an appropriate number of  tariff  lines as SPs, 
guided by indicators based on the three criteria, and that the new SSM 
may be triggered by either import price or volume fl uctuations. Since 
Hong Kong, the G33 has produced proposals that use the criteria to 
defi ne and operationalise SPs and the SSM. In March 2007 the G33 
presented a tighter list of  a dozen indicators that countries agreed may 
guide their identifi cation of  products for protection under SPs and the 
SSM (ICTSD 2007).

There are both opposition and support from other WTO members. 
Some—the United States, the European Union, and the Cairns Group 
of  agricultural exporting countries—have been obstructive, although 
EU opposition is less intense due to the fact that it is courting support 
for its position on the designation of  sensitive products.7 Among the 
objections advanced are that there should be agreement on overall tariff  
reduction formulae before exceptions are discussed, that SPs would 
reduce the benefi ts of  market access openings, and that they would 
negatively affect South–South trade. One proposal was a time-limited 
SSM (rather than a permanent SP mechanism), or the application of  
SPs and an SSM to certain products only or to those covered by low 
tariffs. The U.S. proposed limiting SPs to just fi ve tariff  lines and wants 
to see the SSM eliminated by the end of  the Doha implementation 
period. There is opposition to exempting SPs from tariff  reductions. 
In the meantime, developed countries continually pressure developing 

7 The idea of  sensitive products was introduced into negotiations in order to provide 
fl exibility for sensitive agricultural sectors in the developed countries, protected behind 
tariff  peaks. The EU and the Group of  10 (G10) countries are pressing for 8% and 10% 
of  tariff  lines respectively to be designated as sensitive products. Although there is no 
formal link between sensitive products and special products, there will likely be relation-
ships made between them in negotiations on overall tariff  reduction formulas. 
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countries to lower their tariffs on industrial products and to open their 
services markets.

The G20 and the Group of  10 (G10) have generally been supportive 
of  the G33 proposals, as have the African Group, the Asia, Caribbean, 
and Pacifi c (ACP) countries, and the group of  least-developed countries 
(LDCs). But in May 2006, the chair of  the Committee on Agriculture 
(Crawford Falconer) issued a reference paper that effectively profi led the 
differences among developing countries, specifi cally between the G33 
position and that of  farm-product exporting countries seeking greater 
market access for their products (WTO 2006a). Some Latin American 
countries have suggested that exported products are not crucial for 
food security and that commercial products should be excluded from 
SPs. Chile, Costa Rica, Paraguay, Uruguay, Malaysia, and Thailand 
have reiterated their concern about the effects on South–South trade. 
Malaysia and Thailand have presented a more restricted view on the 
eligibility of  products for SPs by excluding products in which develop-
ing countries are dominant in world trade.8 Pakistan has attempted to 
play a bridging role between the G33 and Cairns Group members, 
so far with little success (ICTSD 2007). More controversial still, the 
reference paper contained fi gures, produced by the WTO Secretariat, 
calculated according to the G33’s proposal that ‘at least twenty percent’ 
of  developing country tariff  lines be eligible for designation as SPs (3). 
The secretariat found that when applied to two unnamed countries, 
this 20% would allow these countries to shield as much as 98.4% and 
94% respectively of  the total value of  their farm imports from Doha 
round tariff  cuts (3). The chair concluded that this level of  designation 
would effectively exclude developing countries from the obligation to cut 
tariffs, and therefore that this level of  trade could hardly be described 
as ‘special’ (4). The level of  exclusion, said the chair, would have to 
come down from 20 percent of  tariff  lines.

Such arguments shift the focus away from the importance of  the three 
development objectives, and back to purely commercial considerations, 
away from a focus on the reduction of  subsidies to food production 
(where the U.S. and EU are sensitive), and back to the quest for market 
access (the priority goals for the U.S. and EU). They have put the G33 

8 See South Centre (South Centre 2006, 13–19) for tables comparing the positions 
of  major blocs of  WTO member countries. As major exporters of  rice and palm oil 
respectively, Thailand and Malaysia are fearful that designation of  these products as 
SPs will restrict their export potential for these products. 
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under tremendous pressure to make further concessions in order to 
propel renewed negotiations in agriculture, to refi ne and prioritise their 
indicators for food security, livelihood security, and rural development, 
and to demonstrate that the application of  these indicators is not an 
undue blockage to farm trade.

The World Bank added to the pressure with a paper attempting to 
show that the application of  SPs will actually increase poverty in low-
income countries (Ivanic and Martin 2006). Studies by the ICTSD 
and other organisations have found that ‘while some countries have 
expressed concern that SP fl exibilities will exempt a large percentage 
of  agricultural trade from reform, available empirical evidence suggests 
that these fears are unfounded’ (Bellmann et al. 2006, 7) and that if  
indicators for food security, livelihood security, and rural development 
are used to designate SPs, the amount of  affected agricultural trade is 
signifi cantly less than the WTO Secretariat estimate (7). WTO negotia-
tions on these issues continue.

The G33 emerges from a bottom-up understanding among civil 
society actors—small-scale farmers, NGOs, academics—that economic 
liberalisation has been negative for food security and rural communi-
ties. Like the G20 (see Chapter 11), which came together in reaction 
to U.S. and EU proposals on domestic support and export subsidies 
going into Cancun, the G33 understood that these proposals could 
only exacerbate the diffi culties of  their farmers and rural communities. 
While G33 countries enjoy a broad base of  popular support for their 
WTO proposals, the high level of  expectation from their base allows 
them less fl exibility in negotiations than that enjoyed by the G20, which 
was created and functions in a more top-down fashion.

G33 membership is diverse, including large countries, small island 
states, and LDCs. The group’s coordinator is Indonesia, but leader-
ship in pulling the group together and giving impetus to its thinking 
came also from the Philippines and India. Barbados, China, Cuba, the 
Dominican Republic, Jamaica, Honduras, Kenya, Turkey, and Venezu-
ela are among the most active members. African members have become 
more frequent contributors of  late. The G33 meets as a technical group 
(negotiators) or as heads of  delegation (ambassadors), monthly or more 
frequently, depending on the intensity of  negotiations.

There are different levels of  commitment and different interests 
among the countries of  the G33. Countries such as Sri Lanka and 
India are very serious about SPs and are willing to make compro-
mises to obtain them. Others, having more room to move between 
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their bound and applied tariffs, or those with less research capacity 
to generate the information required to substantiate which tariff  lines 
need to be covered by SPs, make much more far-reaching demands. 
Pakistan plays a bridging role among the various positions at the WTO. 
As in any coalition, in seeking to attract and hold its membership the 
G33 has had to make allowances for these differences. For example, 
the group accommodated the demand by African countries for a 20% 
minimum coverage of  tariff  lines by SPs, even though other countries 
would likely have settled for 10% or 15%. Since the U.S. has put forth 
a position for just fi ve tariff  lines to be covered by SPs, there exists a 
considerable gap.

G33 positions have evolved signifi cantly from the days of  the develop-
ment box. There has been movement from a large number of  idealistic 
demands to a small number that have a more realistic chance of  being 
accepted for WTO negotiation. The many demands of  the develop-
ment box have mostly been whittled down to the proposals on SPs and 
SSM. G33 positions on these items have also changed. For example, 
the G33 fi rst said that SPs should be subject to no tariff  reductions; 
now the proposal is that some SPs may undergo tariff  reductions of  up 
to 10%, others 5%, with a substantial proportion still at no reduction. 
At fi rst the G33 maintained that the three criteria by themselves were 
suffi cient guidance for countries to defi ne their SPs, that is, that there 
should be no indicators to guide the defi nition of  these criteria; now 
the G33 has advanced an illustrative list of  indicators to help apply the 
criteria, and continues to refi ne and prioritise these indicators. Another 
G33 opening position was that a country could select as many SPs as it 
felt necessary; now its position has evolved to a stance that up to 20% 
of  tariff  lines may be covered by SPs. On SSM, the G33 has dropped 
its insistence on the application of  quantitative restrictions to safeguard 
food production.

According to Indonesia, the coordinator of  the G33, these shifts are 
more a reaction to demands advanced by opponents at the table than the 
result of  particular research inputs. But as G33 positions have narrowed, 
research has played a greater role. More rigorous research, some from 
outside sources, has gone into producing the shorter list of  indicators. 
Australia, Thailand, and the U.S. say that the list has not diminished 
their fears that SPs will signify reduced market access (ICTSD 2007). 
The G33 is confronting these pressures with the determination that 
SPs and SSM are essential to any new agreement on agriculture: ‘The 
Group should not be expected to join any consensus on modalities or 
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any elements thereof, which do not incorporate the modalities on SPs 
and SSM’ (G33 2006, 2).

External Infl uences

Beyond the WTO, other infl uences have an impact on the policy shifts 
under study. Some of  these infl uences can help the G33 make its case 
at the WTO, while at least one constitutes a further obstacle.

Infl uences that nurture the G33 perspective include a more contem-
porary perspective on food security and its relationship to livelihoods, 
and the pressure from civil society groups and regionally based groups 
within the G33 countries. Christopher Stevens (2004) notes a clash 
between the perspective on food security developed by food security 
analysts and developing countries on the one hand and, on the other, 
the outmoded perspective of  WTO texts and many trade negotiators. 
The WTO seems stuck in a ‘much narrower [notion of  food security] 
relating only to availability of  imported food’ (3). Furthermore, what 
provisions exist in WTO texts to deal with food security are merely 
toothless ‘best endeavours’ addressing the national level only. Food secu-
rity analysts and developing countries with food and livelihood security 
defi cits see the problem through a much wider lens that encompasses 
‘the production, trade, labour and transfer routes to food security’ and 
poverty. This leads them to address the interrelated concepts of  food 
security, sustainable livelihood, and rural development, including the 
effects of  trade rules on the sub-national and household levels. This 
community of  analysts nourishes the broader food security perspec-
tive in the G33 initiative on SPs and SSM and the G33 endeavour to 
update WTO thinking.

Civil society in the G33 countries continues to be a driver pushing the 
G33 to obtain rules to advance the three development criteria. Examples 
of  such organisations are the Federation of  Free Farmers of  the Phil-
ippines or Global Justice in Indonesia. Among the means they use to 
press their demands are papers containing policy recommendations, 
petitions, meetings with ministers, and newsletters based on research 
from Third World Network, ICTSD, the Institute for Agriculture and 
Trade Policy (IATP), and Oxfam International. This body of  knowl-
edge also allows them to cultivate an informed, activist constituency in 
their countries. Sometimes it is the NGOs that mobilise the grassroots 
groups of  farmers and other sectors. In the Philippines, Indonesia, and 
Pakistan, civil society groups participate in a national multi-stakeholder 
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committee or taskforce that infl uences the countries’ trade policy and 
positions. One G33 negotiator (Barbados) mentioned that many of  her 
colleagues understand the importance of  SPs and SSM simply because 
they have had experience and contacts at the grassroots level and see 
the effect of  trade policies on small-scale agriculture. G33 representa-
tives have also mentioned the role of  international organisations such 
as ActionAid, the Carnegie Endowment, and Oxfam International as 
active and supportive advocacy players on the issues of  food and live-
lihood security and SP/SSM issues. Their work has increased public 
understanding of  the G33’s rationale and positions, and put a face on 
those who will benefi t directly, that is, small-scale agricultural producers 
and rural families in developing countries.

In some countries, producer and political interests in specifi c regions 
are pressing for SP and SSM protection for products likely to be vul-
nerable to imports and surges of  imports. Those interviewed for this 
study reported very little pressure on G33 positions coming from the 
business sector.

Certain precedent-setting provisions in bilateral or regional free 
trade agreements (FTAs) constitute one external infl uence considered 
an obstacle to the G33 initiative. Many FTAs include provisions on 
sensitive products and the need to safeguard them from the effects of  
import surges. But there are concerns that such clauses might limit 
the fl exibilities currently being sought at the WTO, particularly with 
respect to the SSM. For example, the U.S. is seeking the same sort of  
limitation in the WTO that it has successfully incorporated into bilat-
eral agreements: namely, that safeguards may only be used during an 
FTA’s transition period. This means that once tariff  liberalisation has 
occurred, the developing country partner has no further recourse to a 
safeguard protection against import surges. This limitation has impli-
cations at the WTO, at least for trade covered by such FTAs, which is 
considerable for some developing country signatories.

Given the context and contradictory trends sketched briefl y here, it is 
evident that to be useful, NGOs need to provide research inputs to the 
G33 that help the coalition keep the focus on the development aspects 
of  negotiations (as opposed to the commercial ones), that expand on 
the outmoded and incomplete conceptualisation of  food security and 
rural development prevalent at the WTO, that respond to a range 
of  stakeholders, and, most importantly, that successfully counter the 
opposition to SP/SSM from countries with greater research capacity 
and political weight.
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Gathering Evidence and Building Links

This section looks at the research methodology of  the G33 and the 
ICTSD, specifi cally the gathering of  evidence and the building of  links 
among researchers, policy makers, and stakeholders.

The G33 and Research

The G33 has never developed its own research capacity. Rather, it has 
focussed on the content and timing of  negotiating positions, tactics, and 
public statements. When asked to describe its policy-making process, 
the G33 coordinator cited the example of  the way the G33 developed 
its indicators for the three development criteria. The G33 Technical 
Group held brainstorming seminars with the Food and Agriculture 
Organization (FAO), the South Centre, and ICTSD, using the FAO’s 
(unpublished) list of  indicators as a starting point. Member countries 
were asked to submit other indicators of  importance to them. From 
these consultations emerged a list of  24 indicators upon which the 
Technical Group built its proposal, which it submitted fi rst to the heads 
of  delegation meeting, and then to the capitals. Finally, the delegation 
heads met to assess reactions from their capitals and to approve the 
proposal by consensus.

According to the coordinator, research plays a role at two points 
in this process: in the brainstorming sessions with the outside enti-
ties and in the process used by member countries to formulate the 
positions they bring to the coalition. Because coalition positions are 
based on member proposals, and not on those of  outside entities, the 
coalition relies largely on research provided by its member countries. 
The Philippines, Indonesia, India, China, Jamaica, and Turkey play 
a major role here. The research by sources outside the G33, such as 
the FAO, the South Centre, ICTSD, Oxfam International, ActionAid, 
the Catholic Agency for Overseas Development (CAFOD), and a few 
academics, exerts its infl uence primarily on the thinking of  member 
countries, rather than on the G33 directly.9 Countries also occasionally 
ask the coordinator of  the Technical Group to request research support 
from an outside source if  the information is unavailable through the 

9 Many of  these papers, as well as papers and statements from the G33 itself  
and ICTSD-commissioned research, are available at the ICTSD-run internet portal 
Agtradepolicy.org <www.agtradepolicy.org/page/resource/marketaccess.htm#safe>.

www.agtradepolicy.org/page/resource/marketaccess.htm#safe
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countries themselves. The South Centre, an intergovernmental organi-
sation, appears to have a special role in that its comments are sought 
on concept development, negotiating positions, and document drafts. 
G33 representatives expressed appreciation also for FAO research on 
import surges and the SSM and for Oxfam’s work in disseminating the 
G33 position and building public awareness.

On a day-to-day basis G33 negotiators in Geneva have the ability 
to do some research and formulation of  positions, but they may turn 
to outside institutions and researchers for help with specifi c technical 
questions or to reinforce their confi dence in the strength of  their for-
mulations. For example, ICTSD was asked to help the G33 build the 
concept of  how to operationalise the three development criteria through 
the use of  indicators. And when they set out to reduce the indicators 
from 24 to 18, G33 negotiators sought assistance from other research 
institutions in Geneva to validate their thinking.

Research Related to the International Centre for Trade and Sustainable 
Development

ICTSD is a Geneva-based NGO set up in 1996 by fi ve founding NGOs 
‘to contribute to a better understanding of  development and environ-
ment concerns in the context of  international trade’ (ICTSD 2006). 
It has provided research and analysis to assist certain G33 countries 
in substantiating their positions within the G33 coalition and at the 
WTO. These countries have had an infl uence on the positions taken 
by the G33.

ICTSD realises that the activity of  researching and the research 
itself—which is its primary role—is insuffi cient to assure the uptake of  
that research by policy makers and stakeholders. Good research meth-
odology involves building links among researchers, policy makers, and 
stakeholders. ICTSD plays what it calls the ‘role of  knowledge broker’, 
a connector among these groups that identifi es the required expertise, 
shepherds the research methodology that has been decided upon, makes 
sure that the research is adequate to policy maker and stakeholder 
needs, and facilitates a dialogue among the groups. The ICTSD role 
is not to infl uence the outcome of  policy discussions directly. That, it 
says, is the job of  the policy makers.

It was the experience with the issue of  SP/SSM that ICTSD says 
helped it defi ne its four-stage policy facilitation approach. The approach 
consists in identifying the knowledge gaps and ‘policy windows’, con-
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sulting with experts and country negotiators in Geneva to develop a 
research methodology, fi eld testing the methodology in-country with 
local researchers and national stakeholders, and disseminating the fi nd-
ings of  the national process. G33 countries use the fi ndings to support 
their policy proposals.

Identifi cation of  the Knowledge Gaps and Policy Windows
ICTSD’s entry point in working with some of  the G33 countries was 
provided by the July framework of  1 August 2004. A policy window had 
opened. ICTSD saw the moment as a rare and ‘strategic opportunity 
to inject public policy concerns into the WTO negotiations’ (ICTSD 
2005a, 6). Negotiating SPs and the SSM based on self-designation using 
indicators relating to the three development criteria suddenly seemed 
a realistic possibility. In response to representatives of  some of  the 
G33 countries, ICTSD recognised this as an opportunity to contrib-
ute, and—as acknowledged by G33 negotiators in interviews—to help 
defi ne the type of  analysis and information that was needed to make 
a case for SPs and SSM.

Consultations to Develop a Research Methodology
Accepting the invitation of  key G33 members, in July 2004 ICTSD 
began consultations with many actors to set out a research methodology. 
A group of  experts and some G33 negotiators convened in September 
2004 for a fi rst meeting, organised by ICTSD and the FAO, to discuss 
this methodology and how it could be presented in the WTO context. 
The results were then brought to a broader meeting of  G33 negotia-
tors. It became clear that the optimum point for intervention was at 
the national level, by guiding countries through a national, multi-stake-
holder discussion on how to defi ne their lists of  SPs. It was decided 
that this defi nitional process could best be facilitated by determining 
indicators for food security, livelihood security, and rural development 
that would be meaningful to the situation of  the rural poor and food 
insecure. Luisa Bernal (2004) of  the South Centre was asked to write 
a fi rst orienting paper on a methodology for designating SPs and SSM 
products according to these parameters.

ICTSD considers that these two meetings helped the G33 and the 
experts to get a clear grasp on how the discussion on SP/SSM could 
evolve to their benefi t at the WTO, and how to move the issue forward 
in the negotiations—in other words, to establish a strategic path and 
a research methodology looking one or two years ahead. Once this 
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pathway was visualised, it was easier to come up with the research 
methodology. Because negotiators were involved early on in the process 
of  building a strategy to advance the discussion of  SP/SSM in WTO 
negotiations, according to one negotiator, a feeling of  ownership of  
the process developed.

On the basis of  this understanding, and the commitment to support-
ing a domestic-level process in countries, ICTSD contracted a group 
of  thinkers in 2005 to produce fi ve more studies to help fl esh out the 
strategy (see Table 10–1). Using these inputs, ICTSD developed ‘a 
conceptual framework for how developing country Members of  the 
WTO could operationalise the SP/SSM concepts in order to promote 
sustainable development’ (ICTSD 2005b, x).

The framework is a methodology whereby individual developing 
countries use indicators for food security, livelihood security, and rural 
development at the national level to involve all relevant stakeholders 
in a conversation to identify where import vulnerabilities lie and which 
products should be protected by SPs and the SSM (ICTSD 2005b, xvi). 
This process is framed within a country’s broader national strategy for 
agricultural development and poverty alleviation. The indicators are 
used to identify the intended benefi ciaries of  SP/SSM fl exibilities. The 

Table 10–1: Expert Studies on Special Products and the 
Special Safeguard Mechanism

• Special Products and the Special Safeguard Mechanism: An Introduction to 
the Debate and Key Issues in the Context of  WTO Agricultural Negotia-
tions (International Centre for Trade and Sustainable Development 2004)

• Guidelines for Approaching the Designation of  Special Products and SSM 
Products in Developing Countries (Luisa Bernal, 2004)

• The Need for Special Products and Special Safeguard Mechanisms for Agri-
culture in the WTO: A Situational Analysis (Christopher Stevens, 2004)

• The New SSM: A Price Floor Mechanism for Developing Countries (Alberto 
Valdés and William Foster, 2005)

• Tariff  Reduction, Special Products, and Special Safeguards: An Analysis of  
the Agricultural Tariff  Structures of  G33 Countries (Mario Jales, 2005)

• Special Products: Options for Negotiating Modalities (Anwarul Hoda, 
2005)

• Methodology for the Identifi cation of  Special Products (SP) and Products for 
Eligibility Under Special Safeguard Mechanism for Developing Countries 
(Luisa Bernal, 2005)

• Lessons from the Experience with Special Products and Safeguard Mecha-
nisms in Bilateral Trade Agreements (Carlos Pomareda, 2005)
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methodology provides guidelines for assessing the potential direct and 
indirect impacts of  further liberalisation of  the selected products on 
the economy and on specifi c populations. According to ICTSD, it gives 
countries a tool to formulate their positions at WTO negotiations, based 
on the effects on real people at local and sub-national levels.

In-Country Field Testing and Application of  the Methodology
Once the framework was formulated, ICTSD engaged negotiators and 
ambassadors of  leading G33 countries to determine where the frame-
work could be fi eld tested. Six G33 countries—Barbados, Honduras, 
Kenya, Pakistan, Peru, and Sri Lanka—were selected, based on criteria 
of  geography, food security status (for example, food-importing country, 
low-income food defi cit country), local research capacity, and govern-
ment support for the process. Local researchers were selected on the 
basis of  advice from G33 offi cials. According to ICTSD observers, these 
consultations and the researchers’ visits to Geneva to become familiar 
with the WTO and SP/SSM debates enhanced the G33 confi dence 
in the research process. Some of  the researchers were even included 
in national delegations to the WTO.10

ICTSD then worked with national governments and local researchers 
to apply the research methodology in the fi eld test studies. Research 
methods were combined with national dialogues that served to build 
links among and involve the local researchers, offi cials in capitals, and 
local stakeholder groups from the private sector, academia, and civil 
society organisations. These latter had played a key role in propelling 
the issues of  food security, livelihood security, and rural development 
onto the national and international agenda in the fi rst place. They 
are the intended future benefi ciaries of  trade rules that include both 
SPs and the SSM. The dialogues allowed these groups to be heard. 
They strengthened the evidential base and relevance of  the research, 
according to participants.

ICTSD sees another benefi t from the multi-stakeholder dialogues at 
the national level. The research methodology is useful for identifying the 
special products that a country may put forward at the WTO, but it does 
not include a way of  giving priority weightings to the products that are 
chosen—which depends on the idiosyncrasies of  each country’s politi-
cal or socioeconomic situation. The dialogues were able to  accomplish 

10 For a list of  the 2005 studies, see ICTSD (2005b, 65).
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this ranking such that countries would know which products to put 
at the top of  their list, and which to put further down. According to 
ICTSD, this is extremely useful information for participating country 
negotiators in Geneva.

Dissemination of  the Findings
The G33 has kept the country studies confi dential because they form 
the basis for country lists of  SPs at WTO negotiations. ICTSD (2005b) 
produced a summary document entitled Strategic Options for Developing 
Countries, which captures some of  the lessons of  the country studies, 
refi nes the methodology, and expands the non-exhaustive list of  possible 
indicators for the selection of  SPs and products for SSM protection. 
In November and December 2005, ICTSD convened several consulta-
tions to discuss the fi ndings with the G33 and other developing country 
groupings. These meetings also involved developed country representa-
tives and non-state actors. Finally, ICTSD used its publication Bridges 
to disseminate the fi ndings (for example, see Bellmann 2006). One of  
the G33 representatives consulted for this chapter observed that these 
publications and forums aided in building relationships between the 
NGO and G33 negotiators.

The country studies were also found to be useful. A second group 
of  fi ve countries undertook them in 2006: Ecuador, Fiji Islands, Papua 
New Guinea, the Philippines, Vietnam (however, only the Philippines 
is a member of  the G33). A third group, which included China, the 
Eastern Caribbean states, Indonesia, Mali, Tanzania, Uganda, and 
Nigeria, followed in 2007.

The primary research objective of  all of  these studies is to contribute 
to the internal discussion at national level, as defi ned in the conceptual 
framework, in order to assist participating countries in identifying their 
lists for SPs and SSM protection for use in WTO negotiations. The 
extent to which the studies have been effective in infl uencing domestic 
policy will only be measurable at the end of  negotiations, when par-
ticipating countries will present their lists of  SPs to be included in their 
national schedule of  commitments. But there have also been several 
important by-products of  the national-level research process:

• The G33 picked up on the indicators elaborated through these studies 
for members’ submissions to the WTO.

• Some of  the fi ndings of  the country studies have proved useful as 
input to defend G33 positions at the WTO. An example is the infor-
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mation used to refute the above-mentioned assertions of  the chair of  
the Committee on Agriculture that the G33 proposal for a minimum 
20% coverage of  developing country tariff  lines by SPs would result 
in excessive protectionism.

• The locally engaged researchers, ministry offi cials, and civil society 
participants improved their research skills and their conceptual and 
data analysis abilities in the area of  trade policy. Some of  the research-
ers have gone on to do other work using these new capacities (for 
example, the author of  the Barbados study became that country’s 
negotiator on agriculture at the WTO).

Feedback from G33 Representatives

G33 representatives interviewed for this chapter were asked for their 
comments on the ICTSD approach and research. These are some of  
their more pertinent observations:

• ICTSD ‘plays an important role in developing a methodology that 
can help developing countries designate special products based on 
the indicators’, said the coordinator of  the G33 Technical Group 
(Indonesia), ‘…particularly [for] small countries without technical 
capacity’. The research methodology and research parameters are 
valuable because they provide a way of  developing policy that is use-
able in WTO negotiations, said another representative (Pakistan).

• The process of  involving local actors and stakeholders and stimu-
lating exchange between them and policy makers was commended 
by another representative (Barbados). This research enjoys greater 
acceptance because it is produced locally, based on local experi-
ence, as opposed to research that is produced by outside consultants. 
These factors enhance the buy-in and ownership of  the process, and 
the likelihood that research results will be used ‘all the way up the 
chain’.

• Research on SP/SSM carried out by ICTSD or with ICTSD help 
is useful in helping developing countries determine if  they need to 
designate SPs, and how many, since many countries do not have the 
research capacity to generate proposals on their own (Pakistan).

• The research has been useful in defi ning indicators that can actually 
be used by countries in spite of  a lack of  data-gathering capacities, 
and has helped create greater public awareness of  the SP/SSM issue 
(Indonesia).
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• ICTSD research papers were a valuable source not only for individual 
countries but also for the G33 coalition’s proposals and statements 
on indicators. This has enhanced the credibility of  the coalition on 
the SP/SSM issue. Those countries where ICTSD country studies 
are carried out are better prepared to discuss and lead the discussion 
on indicators within the coalition (Barbados).

These statements from G33 representatives support the notion that 
ICTSD research has had an infl uence on G33 and WTO policy.

The Evidence: Uptake by Policy Makers

In light of  these testimonies, it is now possible to examine in more 
detail to what degree the research, whether by ICTSD or other sources, 
has been taken up in building a consensus on the meaning of  SPs and 
the SSM within the G33 coalition, and to what degree this research 
is refl ected in the deliberations and decisions of  the WTO (where 
consensus has not yet been reached). Consensus building is not a one-
time event, but a process—sometimes repeated several times as policy 
evolves. Research is one source of  the meaning of  SP/SSM, to the 
degree that it is assimilated or taken up by policy makers. But as the 
G33 negotiators who were consulted cautioned, research is only one of  
many factors in any given decision-making process. Tactical, strategic, 
and political factors also play a very large role. These may lead to deci-
sions not indicated by research results. It is therefore not advisable to 
speak of  direct causal relationships between given pieces of  research 
and certain policy statements. ‘Correlation’ is an inadequate term for 
describing the relationship. The term ‘infl uence’ is used here instead, 
being stronger than ‘correlation’ but not implying causality.11

It is also worth remembering that the primary purpose of  ICTSD’s 
research on SP/SSM was to feed policy processes at the national level 
by helping selected countries establish their lists of  SPs and defend their 
interests at WTO negotiations on this basis. Thus the most important 
effect of  the research can most likely be assessed only once the Doha 
round has concluded, when developing countries will have presented 
their SP-SSM lists and the results of  the negotiations will be known.

11 Collins English Dictionary defi nes correlation as ‘a mutual relationship between two 
or more things’. For ‘infl uence’, it says ‘an effect of  one person or thing on another’.
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This question of  uptake can be approached by relating it to the G33’s 
goals and dynamics. The hypothesis to be tested posits that coalitions 
use research for two purposes, external and internal, both having the 
objective of  building consensus during the process of  negotiation. This 
hypothesis turns out to be only partially valid.

External Purpose

Coalitions can use research to facilitate negotiations with outside par-
ties for two purposes: setting the policy agenda and legitimising their 
policy positions.

Agenda setting refers to the coalition’s capacity to bring previously 
neglected policy issues to the attention of  policy makers, in order to 
ensure that these issues will receive serious consideration and to gener-
ate signifi cant public exposure on them.

This chapter considers two agenda-setting moments: the insertion 
of  SP/SSM on the agenda of  the countries forming the G33 coalition 
and the G33’s insertion of  SP/SSM on the WTO negotiating agenda. 
Were these insertions in some way fed by the research provided by 
ICTSD or other sources?

Given the timing, it is unlikely that ICTSD research infl uenced the 
G33’s determination to focus attention on SP/SSM. ICTSD began pro-
ducing research on this issue only in mid 2004, with a paper reviewing 
the debate surrounding SP/SSM to that time (see ICTSD 2004). The 
G33—at that time still referred to as the Alliance for SP and SSM—had 
already set its agenda on SP/SSM in July 2003. This group of  countries 
may have been infl uenced by the research of  other groups, such as the 
FAO and Oxford Policy Management (2003a; FAO 2003b; Hathaway 
2001; Ruffer 2003; Ruffer and Vergano 2002).

Similarly, it is unlikely that ICTSD research infl uenced the WTO 
decision to put SP/SSM on its negotiating agenda. Developing coun-
tries began raising these concepts at the Committee on Agriculture 
as far back as 2002, with the fi rst reference in the chair’s report in 
December of  that year. On 1 August 2004, at the General Council, all 
WTO members decided to include SP/SSM in the July framework for 
negotiations. Ministers of  trade confi rmed this decision in December 
2005 at the Hong Kong ministerial. For the G33, the July framework 
indicated its success in getting SP/SSM onto the WTO agenda. The 
G33 coordinator stated in an interview that this was a political rather 
than a technical decision, meaning that research inputs played little 
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role in it. ICTSD offi cials do not believe its mid-2004 review paper 
had any infl uence on the July framework.

With regard to research as a way to legitimise positions, once the 
policy issue has found a place on the agenda, it must be supported and 
defended vigorously with evidence-based arguments in order that a 
policy consensus may be achieved. Infl uential coalitions must have the 
resources to create, exchange, and disseminate knowledge within and 
outside their own networks, through meetings, conferences, publications, 
workshops, and websites. The knowledge is used to win new adherents 
to the desired policy position.12

Even if  it is impossible to know what elements from the ICTSD stud-
ies will emerge in an eventual agreement on agriculture or in country 
schedules of  products designated as SPs or for the SSM (because Doha 
talks have not concluded), it is nonetheless possible to trace the infl uence 
of  ICTSD research in publicly available G33 and WTO documents, 
backed up by testimonies of  the G33 and ICTSD interviewees. Five 
examples of  this infl uence are offered herein.

The fi rst three examples emerge from an analysis of  ICTSD research 
in relation to key G33 proposals and statements legitimising their posi-
tion and refl ecting their internal consensus, as well as relevant WTO 
pronouncements and reports by ministers, the General Council, or the 
chair of  the Committee on Agriculture during the 29 months from 
the decision of  1 August 2004 to the end of  2006 (see Table 10–2). 
The G33 coordinator (Indonesia) indicated that he took pains to make 
sure that all countries receive the research produced from all sources, 
including ICTSD. His opinion is that research is most infl uential in 
determining individual country positions and therefore what certain 
countries bring to the G33 table, and that it is country positions that 
form the basis for coalition discussion.

First, certain similarities are observable between Bernal (2004) and 
the G33 proposal on SP and SSM to the Committee on Agriculture 
on 3 June 2005 in the analysis of  food security and in building the case 
for fl exibility in the selection and use of  SPs (G33 2005d). In synthesis, 
both refer to the need to defi ne food security not only at the level of  a 
country as a whole but also in relation to access to food by individual 
households, vulnerable population groups, and specifi c regions in each 

12 ‘The chances of  [the policy issues] surviving in the political stream depend upon 
the “technical feasibility and value acceptability” of  the solution’ (Mably 2006, 9).
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Table 10–2: Relevant Documents, August 2004 to December 2006

G33 Proposals to the World Trade Organization
• G33 Proposal to Committee on Agriculture on Special Products and the 

Special Safeguard Mechanism, 3 June 2005
• G33 Proposal on the Special Safeguard Mechanism, October 2005
• G33 Proposal on the Modalities for the Designation and Treatment of  

any Agricultural Product as a Special Product by any Developing Country 
Member, 22 November 2005

• G33 Revised Proposal on the Special Safeguard Mechanism, 23 March 
2006

G33 Statements
• G33 Ministerial Communiqué, Jakarta, 12 June 2005
• G33 Ministerial Statement, 11 October 2005
• G33 Press Statement, 20 April 2006
• Statement by the Delegation of  the Philippines [to the Committee on Agri-

culture] on Special Products, 1 May 2006
• G33, the African Group, the Africa, Caribbean and Pacifi c Countries, and 

Least-Developed Countries Joint Communication on Special Products and 
the Special Safeguard Mechanism, 11 May 2006

• G33 Response to the World Bank Publication Dated 10 September 2006, 
1 December 2006

World Trade Organization Documents
• Decision Adopted by the General Council on 1 August 2004 ( July Frame-

work), Annex A, Framework for Establishing Modalities in Agriculture, 
paragraphs 41 and 42

• Ministerial Declaration, Hong Kong, 18 December 18, 2005, para -
graph 7

• Draft Possible Modalities on Agriculture, Chair Crawford Falconer, Commit-
tee of  Agriculture, 12 July 2006, paragraphs 21–28 and Annex D on Special 
Products, and paragraphs 29–30 and Annex E on the Special Safeguard 
Mechanism

Studies Organized by the International Centre for Trade and Sustainable 
Development
• Eight expert studies on special products and the special safeguard mechanism, 

2004 and 2005
• Special Products and Special Safeguard Mechanism: Strategic Options for 

Developing Countries, December 2005
• 11 country studies from 2005 and 2006 (unavailable to the public)
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country, and the livelihood strategies of  all these populations. Different 
groups will be affected by liberalisation differently, depending on their 
circumstances. Selection of  SPs also must take into account the domestic 
context and circumstances of  each country. Therefore no single indica-
tor will succeed in capturing this diversity, nor will a common set of  
indicators be effective for all developing countries. Both documents also 
list several of  the same indicators, such as the contribution of  a given 
product to the country’s gross domestic product (GDP) and employment, 
or its contribution to the diet of  the poor and other vulnerable groups. 
Both argue that SPs should have access to the SSM as well.

The G33 (2005a) ministerial statement issued in Jakarta on 12 June 
2005 goes into much less detail than the proposal of  5 June, but it 
does reiterate some ideas from both the proposal and the Bernal (2004) 
paper: ‘Ministers emphasized that the complex nature of  these concepts 
does not render feasible the establishment of  a universal criteria [sic] 
for SPs. They strongly stressed that the selection and designation of  an 
appropriate number of  SPs must be made with a full appreciation of  
the domestic policy context and circumstances of  individual developing 
countries concerned [and] be supportive of  the overall development 
policy established by the said Member’ (2). SPs should have ‘guaranteed 
access to the SSM’ (2).

It is the opinion of  two country offi cials (Indonesia and Barbados) 
that there is a link between the Bernal 2004 research piece and these 
two G33 documents. Bernal’s work would have been taken into con-
sideration by one or more G33 countries, and been a factor in the 
fashioning of  the G33 proposal and ministerial statement.

Second, at a later stage, one can observe many parallels between 
the lists of  indicators for the three criteria, moving from the ICTSD 
studies by Anwarul Hoda (2005) and Luisa Bernal (2005) to the G33 
Proposal on the Modalities for the Designation and Treatment of  Any 
Agricultural Product as a Special Product (SP) by any Developing 
Country Member, dated 22 November 2005 (G33 2005e), and then to 
the Draft Possible Modalities on Agriculture, dated 12 July 2006, put 
forward by the Committee on Agriculture chair Crawford Falconer 
(WTO 2006b).13

13 See Mably (2007, Appendix 2) for a comparative look at the indicators presented 
in the four documents.
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The G33 appears to have built upon Hoda’s half  dozen indicators 
and a more elaborate set of  some two dozen by Bernal to produce a 
similar number of  fl eshed-out indicators for consideration by ministers 
at the 2005 Hong Kong ministerial. Falconer includes the G33 list word 
for word in his draft, submitted just prior to the breakdown in WTO 
negotiations in July 2006.

There is not a one-to-one correspondence between the Bernal and 
G33 lists, however. Some of  Bernal’s suggestions were not taken up 
by the G33. The G33 in turn sometimes combines two ideas present 
in the Bernal list into a single indicator, or makes the indicator more 
specifi c and detailed. The group also includes many indicators that do 
not appear in the Hoda or Bernal lists.

Again, two of  the G33 negotiators consulted in this study (Indonesia 
and Barbados) acknowledged the infl uence of  these ICTSD papers on 
the thinking of  certain G33 members with which ICTSD had been 
working. The G33 coordinator asked member countries to submit their 
ideas for indicators to the G33 Technical Group. The group’s discus-
sion to decide on the G33 list of  indicators was based on these country 
submissions and did not refer to specifi c research pieces, according to 
the coordinator.

But ICTSD confi rms that several of  the countries are using indica-
tors from its papers in their country-level studies. And according to 
the Barbados negotiator, most of  the indicators used in the Barbados 
country study were included in those proposed by the G33 (sometimes 
with minor amendments). The indicators used in the other fi ve country 
studies done in 2005 overlap considerably with those fi nally proposed 
by the G33.

It seems reasonable therefore to conclude that these six countries, 
and probably others, relied on ICTSD and other research when they 
made their submissions to the Technical Group, and for the suggestions 
and amendments they made at G33 meetings where the coalition’s list 
of  indicators was decided. Thus it can be said that the G33 proposal 
and the Falconer document to some extent refl ect ICTSD research. 
The Barbados negotiator affi rms that ‘the G33 papers on indicators 
incorporate some of  the indicators that appear in ICTSD’s earlier 
papers’. Furthermore, ‘the countries that had these [ICTSD] studies 
done were in a better position to lead the group in [the discussion on] 
indicators’.

Third, the statement on SPs by the delegation of  the Philippines 
(2006), dated 29 April 2006, refers directly to ICTSD research on 
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indicators, saying that ICTSD has ‘undertaken objective and thorough 
analysis on possible methodologies of  arriving at appropriate indica-
tors, and they have arrived at the same conclusion as those of  the G33’ 
(para. 7). The statement mentions that research by the FAO and the 
Carnegie Endowment also corroborated the G33 position.

Paragraphs 2, 5, 8, and 10 of  the Philippines statement appear 
to reiterate the arguments contained in Strategic Options for Developing 
Countries, the ICTSD December 2005 (45–46), for self-designation of  
SPs on the basis of  an illustrative list of  indicators, as opposed to a 
narrow set of  indicators with set thresholds as proposed by some WTO 
members. According to the Philippines statement (2006, para. 10), a 
narrow set of  indicators ‘would fail to capture the size and diversity of  
agriculture sector in these countries’. An illustrative list ‘would allow 
WTO Members to maintain the necessary fl exibility to set their own 
thresholds and critical levels for each indicator’ (ICTSD 2005b, 46). 
One G33 representative (Indonesia) confi rms that the ICTSD paper 
was used to sustain the coalition argumentation against the use of  set 
thresholds in the application of  SPs.

Fourth, another example of  the infl uence of  ICTSD research on 
G33 documents emerged in the course of  interviews with G33 negotia-
tors. According to the representative from Barbados, FAO and ICTSD 
research on the SSM was instrumental in the G33’s (2005c) decision 
to include both volume and price triggers in its SSM proposal to the 
WTO. Not all delegations were certain that the two triggers were 
required. These documents also helped the G33 legitimate the dual-
trigger position among sceptical WTO members outside the coalition. 
The Indonesia negotiator recalled using South Centre research on the 
SSM to prepare the G33 arguments supporting both price and volume 
triggers for the Hong Kong ministerial in December 2005 (FAO 2003a; 
2003b; 2005; ICTSD 2005b; Sharma 2006; South Centre 2003; Valdés 
and Foster 2005).

Fifth, there is the example of  a document presented by Pakistan 
(2007) to the Committee on Agriculture in January 2007, along with a 
follow-up proposal in March (ICTSD 2007). These are both attempts 
by Pakistan to present a compromise on the selection and treatment 
of  SPs, given the deadlock in negotiations between developing and 
developed countries. According to the ICTSD person interviewed, the 
January document uses elements from the Pakistan country-level study 
carried out with ICTSD in 2005 (not publicly available). For example, a 
table that demonstrates the relevance and application of  the indicators 
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Pakistan proposes has been lifted straight from the country study. While 
this example does not show a direct infl uence of  ICTSD research on 
consensus policy decisions at the G33 or the WTO, it does demonstrate 
in this instance at least that ICTSD research is used by national policy 
makers and has informed national policy and negotiating positions.

These fi ve examples build a reasonable case that ICTSD research 
has assisted some G33 members in legitimising their positions in the 
coalition and at the WTO.

Internal Purpose

Research can be used—explicitly or covertly—to facilitate consensus 
building within a coalition and thereby cement its membership base. 
Coalitions can generate and apply research to influence internal 
coalition politics in two ways: by using research as a good to attract 
members to the coalition and by using research to prevent members 
from defecting.

First, with regard to attracting members to the coalition, at least some 
of  the research that coalitions conduct may be regarded as a good; if  
countries do not invest in becoming members, they can be denied the 
benefi t of  shared research and representation in WTO meetings. This 
creates an incentive for countries to become members of  the coalition 
and continue their allegiance to it.

Representatives consulted for this study could see no basis for think-
ing that research not publicly available (such as the ICTSD’s country 
studies) either attracted new members to the coalition or prevented 
their defection. Rather, the G33 representatives consulted mentioned 
that countries tend to join the coalition because of  their commitment 
to the issues of  SPs and SSM and for political reasons, such as in order 
to gain from the greater clout of  a coalition vis-à-vis some of  the more 
powerful WTO players.

Second, with regard to research as a way to prevent defection, a 
coalition may expand its agenda or its position on an issue as a way to 
incorporate the concerns of  smaller countries, based on research car-
ried out by or made possible by a think tank or NGO. The technical 
character of  WTO negotiations renders any such research assistance 
invaluable for smaller members.

Again, country representatives did not see the availability of  research 
as a motivating factor for either joining or remaining in the coalition. 
Although the G33 has modifi ed its stance to achieve consensus and 
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accommodate the concerns of  certain members (for example, regarding 
the Africa Group position that 20% of  tariff  lines should be covered 
by SPs), there is no evidence that outside research played a role in this 
accommodation. Tactical and strategic considerations play a much 
bigger role.

Given the response of  those interviewed, the hypothesis on the role 
of  outside research in internal coalition cohesion is a failed hypothesis 
at least with regard to the two policy episodes under discussion.

Conclusion

The G33 relies primarily on research produced by key member countries 
(e.g., India, Indonesia, Philippines), the FAO (a multilateral institution), 
the South Centre (an intergovernmental institution), and a handful of  
NGOs. Following on previous work, this chapter is interested particularly 
in the NGO role, specifi cally that of  ICTSD. It focusses on ICTSD’s 
contribution to two related policy changes: the generation of  a consen-
sus among G33 countries and, at the WTO, on SPs and SSM. Several 
conclusions can be drawn from this examination.

Research has played a positive and essential role in the drive of  G33 
countries to ensure their food security, livelihood security, and rural 
development through new WTO rules on SPs and SSM. Research 
has helped G33 members give increased meaning and applicability to 
the three development criteria and the two WTO mechanisms, within 
their own countries, within the G33, and with regard to other members 
of  the WTO. As G33 positions have focussed and narrowed, research 
has played a greater role. It has aided the coalition in making broad 
development concepts usable for trade negotiations. All those inter-
viewed concurred on this aspect of  the value of  research and believe 
that the G33 and its proposals are now taken more seriously by their 
negotiation opponents.

The success of  the country studies has shown that ICTSD did indeed 
identify and fi ll a gap in research capacity that was available neither 
within G33 countries nor at the level of  the coalition. G33 negotiators 
have vouched for the usefulness of  this research and it has shown up 
in some countries’ trade policy.

However, ICTSD research does not appear to have played a role 
in the effort to put SP/SSM on the agenda of  either the G33 or 
the WTO, since these events occurred prior to ICTSD involvement. 
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Nor is it instrumental in attracting or retaining members of  the G33 
 coalition.

Yet both ICTSD’s research and its approach and methodology have 
nonetheless infl uenced two policy change episodes by helping countries 
legitimise the SP and SSM concepts and strengthen their positions. 
Country representatives involved in or informed by the country-level 
studies have brought to the coalition and the WTO elements that 
originated in that research, according to an examination of  documents 
and interviews with G33 negotiators.

ICTSD research methods have facilitated a sense of  ownership by 
countries of  the research and research products at the national level, 
and their ability to take the results of  this research forward to the G33 
with greater confi dence. Through research, countries understand their 
own situations better and therefore negotiate from a more informed 
position. Countries understand that indicators for which supporting 
data are available have more credibility. Better-documented positions 
have, in turn, lent policy makers in agriculture a higher level of  cred-
ibility at the local level and in policy circles, at the G33, at the WTO, 
and with the public.

Furthermore, the ICTSD approach addresses one of  the diffi cult 
problems for NGOs: how to link the reality of  poor people on the 
ground with the reality of  WTO negotiations and how to connect 
the material conditions of  small-scale farmers and consumers with 
the abstract language of  trade agreements. NGOs are under pressure 
from their funders on this point, and the G33 is under pressure from 
its political constituency to produce results for food security, livelihood 
security, and rural development. It is too early to see results in terms 
of  new trade law, but ICTSD work appears to have successfully estab-
lished an identifi able link between grassroots concerns and international 
trade policy.
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CHAPTER TEN

UNDERSTANDING INFLUENCE: 
THE EPISODE STUDIES APPROACH1

Fred Carden2

In spite of  many years of  research and a large number of  studies, the 
infl uence of  research on policy is much debated and poorly understood. 
Progress in understanding has certainly been made but much remains 
to be done. The communication of  approaches to policy infl uence in 
communities of  researchers is critically important. It is also not easy. 
The links between research and policy are indirect; the relationship 
is often emergent over very long periods of  time; the role of  research 
frequently goes unacknowledged; it is not easy to disentangle the 
infl uence of  research from other factors; and research fi ndings and 
recommendations may be overtaken by sudden political, economic or 
social transitions in a society that make them more or less relevant. 
These effects are all compounded in a community that commands a 
relatively weak position in its fi eld—as is the case for many developing 
countries in regional and international trade negotiation where (rightly 
or wrongly) the institutions in Washington and Brussels play a central 
and powerful role. As Joekes and Medhora (2001) note, institutions mat-
ter in this fi eld, and “the global system remains biased towards addressing the 
imperatives of  rich and powerful countries, and because capacities to take advantage 
of  opportunities in the trade arena are weak in developing countries.” Two of  the 
studies in this volume focus especially on this issue: Mably’s review of  
the ICTSD support to the G33 and Narlikar & Tussie’s episode study 
on the G20 both focus on challenges in strengthening the position of  
developing countries in the global trading system. That, in sum, is what 
makes these episode studies important and potentially useful if  they can 

1 The views expressed are those of  the author and do not necessarily refl ect the 
views of  the centers with which he is affi liated.

2 Director of  Evaluation, International Development Research Centre (Canada) 
& Research Fellow in Sustainability Science, Center for International Development, 
Harvard University.
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contribute to strengthening ability and capacity in developing countries 
to take advantage of  opportunities in the trade arena.

Most recent studies of  policy infl uence (Court et al. 2005; Livny 
et al. 2006; Carden 2008) have covered a broad spectrum of  issues in 
the cases of  policy infl uence they have looked at, or have used singular 
cases to illustrate an approach (Pawson 2006). This is the fi rst study of  
a number of  episodes focused on a single issue. It therefore contributes 
to our understanding by giving much more depth and texture to the 
many elements of  that issue, a depth single cases can almost never 
achieve. Understanding how research can infl uence policy is fraught 
with uncertainty, tentative conclusions and a certain amount of  specula-
tion. And, as Tussie notes in the opening chapter, a good deal of  the 
explanation lies in the power politics of  knowledge rather than in the 
mere strength of  evidence. The choice, then, is whether or not to try to 
understand. One could take the view that it is an incremental process 
and that we have to learn as we go. Further, one could say that given 
all the uncertainties, there is no point in focusing on this, but rather to 
focus on solid research, well conducted and carefully formulated. This 
is the view of  some researchers. They view their remit as the conduct 
of  high quality research; its use is for others to determine, those who 
have a “policy bent” or a skill at building relationship and infl uencing 
important decision makers. This is a legitimate view and one that plays 
out in research of  all kinds.

The researchers who prepared the episode studies presented here have 
taken a different view of  research, what Tussie (this volume) refers to 
as post academic research. While they are concerned with basic under-
standing of  how economies interact, they are also deeply concerned 
with the use of  research to help improve trade indicator and position-
ing—and importantly with a longer-term view to improvements in the 
quality of  life of  their fellow citizens. They are conducting what Stokes 
(1997) calls “use-inspired basic research” and what the International 
Development Research Centre calls “development research” (Parliament 
of  Canada 1970).3 Development research, or use-inspired basic research, 
should address actual problems extant in developing countries, but the 

3 The International Development Research Centre Act specifi es as the fi rst object of  the 
Centre that it will, ‘initiate, encourage, support and conduct research into the problems 
of  the developing regions of  the world and into the means for applying and adapting 
scientifi c, technical and other knowledge to the economic and social advancement of  
those regions.’
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solutions should be considered not only for their merits in dealing with 
that issue, but in relation to their potential for contribution to the long-
term welfare and growth of  societies. These researchers hold the view 
that the lack of  clarity in how research can infl uence policy makes it 
even more important to make an effort to understand, not only so that 
they can affect the trade regime in their own setting, but so that they 
might identify some ideas, tools and frameworks that will help them 
in improving overall understanding of  the trade process. They want to 
understand how and where a role can be played, what the mitigating 
factors might be, and to build frameworks for thinking about policy 
infl uence that they can use into the future. Thus, they are interested 
fi rst in their own problem—most of  the cases focus on local manifesta-
tions of  a global or regional trade issue—that needs to be solved, and 
second in a longer term contribution to helping others understand the 
research-to-policy processes in the trade fi eld. Here, researchers want 
to move beyond the academy to application of  research to real world 
problems. This is the essence of  use-inspired basic research, the essence 
of  post academic research.4

In this chapter I will introduce the reader to the episode studies 
approach, the methodology behind these studies and, through proposing 
a framework, tease out the consequences of  the issues raised above for 
the episode studies that follow. Here, we will follow on Tussie’s defi nition 
of  policy in the introduction to this book, where she defi ned policy as 
more than the products of  policy change to encompass the processes 
of  negotiation and infl uence.

Episode Studies

In diverse sectors—education, psychoanalysis, business studies, among 
others—authors talk about ‘episodes’ that can be addressed through 
research. Episode studies, so called by Simon Maxwell and colleagues 
at the Overseas Development Institute5 (ODI, website) in their effort 
to fi gure out how to look at the infl uence of  research on policy, takes 

4 I have deliberately presented a range of  descriptors for this phenomenon to 
illustrate the point that in many research communities, researchers are grappling with 
how their research can contribute to real problems, but still contribute to broader 
understanding.

5 As nearly as I can determine, the term was fi rst used by the Overseas Develop-
ment Institute as they began to do their own research on the infl uence of  research 
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the idea a step further and identifi es the episode of  policy change as 
the starting point for a case study. The term is simply defi ned (ODI, 
Website) as a study ‘that focuses on a clear policy change and tracks back to 
assess what impact research had among the variety of  issues that led to the policy 
change. They could be focusing on a single episode or comparative episodes.’ This 
approach can be distinguished from other approaches to case studies 
that might start with the intervention (the research in this case) and 
look forward to telling the story of  the infl uence that intervention had 
on the policy canvas. 

George & Bennett (2005) describe a case study as ‘a well-defi ned 
aspect of  a historical episode that the investigator sets for analysis, 
rather than a historical event itself.’ The episode study is therefore a 
particular approach to a case study. Its distinctiveness lies not so much 
in the nature of  the question that is being asked (viz., how does research 
infl uence policy) but in the starting point. That is, it starts from the 
episode of  policy change and looks back, rather than starting with 
the research episode and looking out. Like any case study it is meant 
to answer a particularly challenging and diffi cult question: how has 
one factor—research—infl uenced a change in policy? It is challeng-
ing because research is likely only one of  several factors of  infl uence 
and, coming from the perspective of  the policy change, it may be less 
than clear, even to those directly involved what the factors were that 
resulted in a new (or revised) policy, and what role each played. It is 
diffi cult because we are usually talking about changes over long periods 
of  time so memories about details fade. Further it is not uncommon 
that research may remain unacknowledged, deliberately or accidentally. 
What further complicates is the starting point. By the time the policy 
change happens a wide range of  actors and factors have likely come 
into play. Teasing out the role of  research is thus more diffi cult. 

By the same token an episode study presents a clear picture that 
some change (at least at the policy level) has taken place. It does not 
suffer from the daunting challenge of  investigating from the research 
event forward when it is often diffi cult to say whether or not a change 
has taken place. So, while it might miss some of  the subtle changes 
that could in future be identifi ed as a research contribution to policy 
change, it does start from a clear point of  reference to a policy change. 

on policy. (See http://www.odi.org.uk/rapid/Tools/Toolkits/Policy_Impact/docs/epi-
sode_studies.pdf ) 

http://www.odi.org.uk/rapid/Tools/Toolkits/Policy_Impact/docs/epi-sode_studies.pdf
http://www.odi.org.uk/rapid/Tools/Toolkits/Policy_Impact/docs/epi-sode_studies.pdf
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Consistent with Tussie’s defi nition of  policy in this volume, in my own 
research I have taken the position that the infl uence of  research on 
policy is multi-faceted and that the research contributions to improv-
ing policy capacities of  researchers and policy makers, and broadening 
policy horizons are equally as important as actual changes in policy 
(Carden 2007, 2008). This is important in an episode study because it 
is a study at a point in time. Thus it can only take account of  what has 
happened to that point, which could be capacity building or broaden-
ing of  perspectives and horizons, with actual policy changes still in the 
future. From this perspective, much research has an infl uence on the 
policy process well before any policy change actually takes place. 
The contribution research has made to informing or infl uencing deci-
sion makers may well be lost to memory by the time a policy change 
takes place. This in no way reduces the merits or importance of  the 
research infl uence—but it does make it harder to track.

These challenges do not negate the importance of  a focus on actual 
policy change. They simply note that policy change is not the whole 
canvas. So what we are looking at here is a part of  the picture, albeit a 
central one if  we are concerned about the ultimate objectives of  improv-
ing the lives and conditions of  people. It does not imply that research 
that has not yet made a clear policy contribution is not good research 
or that it will not contribute in the future. Nor does it imply that all 
research that has infl uence is good research. Episode studies are always 
a snap shot: what is good today may not be viable in tomorrow’s world 
and conversely, what is not viable today may well suit new conditions 
as societies and economies evolve and change.

Flyvberg (2001) notes that, ‘(p)roof  is hard to come by in social science 
because of  the absence of  ‘hard’ theory, whereas learning is certainly possible.’ 
Flyvberg makes the point that social science is not about generaliz-
able predictive knowledge; rather he advances the proposition that, 
‘Predictive theories and universals cannot be found in the study of  human affairs. 
Concrete, context-dependent knowledge is therefore more valuable than the vain search 
for predictive theories and universals.’ The case study is an ideal method for 
investigating what has actually happened, in what context (and for what 
purpose). I would add to this hypothesis. While we cannot generalize 
we can identify the contexts and relationships within which an event is 
more likely to occur. That is critical to the learning that emerges from 
the case study because it permits us to frame that learning in ways that 
allow us to adapt experiences to future activities. As Flyverg goes on to 
note, cases, even a single case, are also useful scientifi cally because they 
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permit us to falsify hypotheses: a single experience demonstrated in a 
case that contradicts an hypothesis renders the hypothesis invalid and 
may also suggest its revision. Beyond falsifi cation6 of  existing ideas, a 
series of  cases may also result in a new hypothesis (essentially a gener-
alization from experience) that could be further tested and modifi ed. 
A single case may also result in a useful hypothesis, but we are more 
likely to accept the relevance and potential in hypotheses that emerge 
from multiple cases.

As Yin (1994) notes, case studies are especially useful when we want 
to understand the how and the why—the what can be better investigated 
in other ways. But when we are focusing on how things happened and 
the way in which they happened, then the case study opens us up to 
the relationships involved in the change, the context surrounding that 
change and the roles played by a wide range of  actors, factors not easily 
captured in many other methods. The case study as a research method 
has gone from being seen as the weak reed to holding a legitimate place 
in the realm of  social science, with all the important characteristics 
(when done well) of  rigour, hypothesis generation, and falsifi cation, 
extant in any well delivered research method.

So how defi nitive can we be with a set of  such studies? How much 
can we say and how reliable are the fi ndings? Can we merely confi rm 
what we thought or can case studies falsify our notions of  policy infl u-
ence as well? Can a case study, or an episode study more specifi cally, 
say anything beyond the particular conditions and context within which 
it took place? I have put a number of  caveats on these episode studies, 
perhaps more than they should reasonably be asked to bear. My task 
and intention is not to discount them but to be realistic about what we 
can say and what we cannot, and to highlight for the reader some ways 
to read the cases that might help in interpretation of  the fi ndings. I 
conclude this section noting that the case method has been signifi cantly 
developed over the past two decades, and highlighting its potential as a 
method that permits both generation and testing of  hypotheses about 
human systems, with a focus on learning and adaptation. This permits 

6 Here I refer to Karl Popper’s notion of  falsifi cation, presented in Conjectures and 
Refutations (1963). He makes the point that if  we look for confi rmation of  an idea 
or a theory, it is always possible to fi nd it. In order to consider an idea or a theory as 
scientifi c it must be testable and possibly falsifi ed in the process (in a way that crisis-
based explanations of  trade reform are not); further, we must be able to conceive of  
the possibility that the theory could be refuted at some time, even if  we do not today 
have the tools to do so.
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us to generate hypotheses based on experience that we can test in future 
and can revise and adjust over time. This testing and application to real 
world settings is the essence of  post academic research. Interpretation 
of  the cases is the subject of  the next part of  this chapter.

What to Look For in the Chapters

The beauty of  an episode study is in the narrative. It presents a rich 
story, a history of  events surrounding the policy change. As you read 
each of  these narratives, you should be left with the feeling that you 
were there, the most important characteristic of  a good story. You 
can make connections to your own experience and fi nd ideas that you 
might use “next time”. In that sense, each episode can be read on its 
own and each has its own protagonists, its own crises and resolutions 
and its own ending. One can draw elements from each case and put 
together a useful personal profi le to help think through policy infl uence. 
But a set of  episode studies presents a further opportunity for cross-case 
learning. This calls for some comparability among the cases, and some 
consideration of  the possibility that learning across cases could help us 
to generalize to other work in a similar fi eld. While there are limits to 
generalizability in the social sciences, we can argue the merits that a set 
of  case studies, building on previous work and experience in this fi eld, 
can provide a textured framework that serves as a starting point for 
design of  new initiatives. They help articulate the theory that guides the 
interventions. That design will inevitably evolve as context and events 
unfold. But as use-inspired basic research, the merit of  these studies 
is not solely in their own history but in what they tell us of  value to 
expanding our knowledge and capacities and for application to other 
settings. This approach “forces us to contemplate programmes in their 
true and awesome complexity”.7

Learning across case studies calls for some sort of  framework for 
sorting and making sense of  the data and information. A framework 
is sometimes the starting point and sometimes emerges in the reading 
of  case material. A framework is never fully complete and should never 
be taken as a fi nal answer. Over time and the application to new cases, 
it adjusts, changes, adds new elements and sometimes drops elements 

7 Pawson, Ray. 2006b. Simple Principles for the Evaluation of  Complex Programmes, 
in A Killoran et al., eds., Public Health Evidence: 224.
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that are demonstrated as weak or incorrect. So while it may change 
over time, a framework creates a common language and way to debate 
our learning from the cases. Frameworks therefore do not give evidence 
that infl uence happened; rather they sort the factors and provide an 
opportunity to learn from the cases and in future, apply to learning from 
other cases. Frameworks can best be further developed through applica-
tion. In this way, data can be collected throughout the development of  
efforts at policy infl uence, whether advocacy, research or application 
of  research. This will permit adjustments to the framework, providing 
supporting evidence for its merits, adding new elements and refuting 
some aspects. This approach to a framework is consonant with Weick’s 
concept of  sensemaking, that “[s]ensemaking is not about truth and 
getting it right. Instead it is about continued redrafting of  an emerging 
story so that it becomes more comprehensive, incorporates more of  the 
observed data, and is more resilient in the face of  criticism.”8 

Three sets of  learning have gone into the framework proposed for 
probing these cases. Reviews of  the literature and other frameworks 
produces some preliminary perspectives based on the work of  others 
(Neilson 2001; Vibe, Hovland & Young 2002; Court & Young 2005; 
Weiss 1977a, 1977b, 1982, 2003). Second, a study conducted on the 
infl uence of  IDRC-supported research on public policy examined a 
relatively large set of  rich case studies and found a signifi cant com-
monality of  policy infl uence that informs this framework (Carden 2007, 
2008). Third, and most importantly, the cases produced for this study 
provide a rich source of  ideas and evidence about the role of  research 
in trade policy.

From the IDRC-supported study cited above, two things are very 
clear. Intent matters; and, second, policy relevant research that directly 
affects important economic issues is much easier to insert into the policy 
process than is research not clearly tied to economic conditions. Neither 
point is surprising. And both are central in trade policy research, creating 
excellent opportunities for infl uence. Intent indicates a clarity in objec-
tives and purpose, that the researchers know why they are engaging in 
the research and are also clear about who should be infl uenced in the 
process—sometimes it is other researchers, sometimes it is politicians, 
sometimes bureaucrats, sometimes the community. Intent becomes 
an element to consider then: is the team clear on why it is doing the 

8 Weick, Karl E., et al. “Organizing and the Processes of  Sensemaking,” Organiza-
tion Science. 16 (4):415.
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research and who it intends to infl uence? Lack of  clarity on these points 
will weaken (but not eliminate) the opportunities for infl uence.

On the second point, where the economy is concerned governments 
are attentive. Particularly when an economic crisis emerges, decision 
makers seek out assistance in overcoming the crisis. But they are not 
limited to crisis management; therefore focus on trade policy has more 
opportunities to gain the attention of  policy makers than does research 
not clearly or directly tied to economic betterment.

Where do we see evidence of  infl uence in these episode studies? 
Assessing infl uence of  research is a diffi cult challenge. Working back 
from a policy episode, we can know that a policy change has occurred. 
Evidence of  the research role, as discussed earlier, is neither clear cut, 
nor is it always remembered. Sometimes it is deliberately masked. We 
are therefore reduced to two things. This fi rst is opinion about infl u-
ence: do the researchers think they had infl uence and why; and do 
the policy makers think the research infl uenced them (and why). But 
this is fraught. We know that memory is selective and that the human 
mind rewrites history on an ongoing basis. Further, we know that the 
views people espouse consciously do not necessarily refl ect how they act 
and what they do (Banaji et al. 2003). So, where the opinions weave a 
logical story (in our view), we tend to accept them and where they do 
not, we tend to reject them. This is not a very solid base of  evidence; 
further, going this route we are always left with doubt and are subject 
to countervailing arguments. However, sometimes this is the best we 
can do. 

Secondly, as an alternative, is to look at how people act and try to 
determine changes in action over time. The benefi t of  this approach 
is that it is tied to the concrete behaviours, actions and activities that 
people undertake. It permits us to falsify based on the evidence in 
outcomes. These behaviours and outcomes can be documented and 
demonstrated: for example, that a trade researcher presented fi ndings 
to a decision maker in advance of  the decision. Das, (Ch. 7), presents 
evidence of  requests from policy makers for research on trade facilita-
tion, for example; by contrast, in George & Kirkpatrick, (Ch. 3), the 
researchers could not infl uence the departments that actually had 
policy making infl uence in ensuring sustainability.9 While this may still 

9 This approach which entails establishing in some detail what changes you will expect 
to see happen as a result of  the intervention has a strong basis in several approaches 
to evaluation, notably in Outcome Mapping (Earl, Carden & Smutylo, 2001; Theory 



282 fred carden

in some cases be subject to memory and its faults, it has the benefi t of  
concreteness and the ability to identify the specifi c changes that have 
or have not occurred. In terms of  future application it will also permit 
the development of  a profi le of  changes in behaviour and action that 
is sought. These can then be tracked over the course of  the research 
and its presentation (and application) to demonstrate solid evidence in 
outcomes, such as in the approach outlined in Outcome Mapping (Earl 
et al., 2001). The fi ndings on outcomes can thus be used as a design 
tool when intent for infl uence is present in the research design. Until 
we begin to document over time, it will continue to be diffi cult to link 
outcomes to research, advocacy, politics or anything else too tightly.

If  we think in terms of  questions such as, What change was expected? 
What are the markers that tell us we are moving towards that change? 
What change has happened? What’s the evidence that change has 
happened (who is doing what differently and what if  any change in 
status do we see (inter alia, health, education, welfare status)? The issue 
becomes an inquiry into the evidence of  whether or not the changes in 
action, behaviour and activity that the research intended to infl uence 
show evidence of  taking place. The assessment of  impact then is against 
the intent, assumptions and expectations that are at play. This takes us 
back and forth between the change in policy—the episode—and the 
intent of  the research when it was conducted. In this sense, studies that 
look both forwards and back are easier to investigate than studies that 
look only either back or forwards. The reality of  course is often quite 
different. The evaluator usually fi nds that the attention to detail on data 
gathering over the life of  a program loses out to the urgency of  the 
work that needs to be done. And so the evaluator must move forward 
with what data is available and put forward the information s/he has 
and propose implications that can be tested in future. In this sense if  we 
think of  evaluation as future oriented, what we have in front of  us in 
any evaluation is as rigorous as possible a look back to assist in making 
hypotheses for how we move forward. These hypotheses can be tested, 
verifi ed or falsifi ed, or modifi ed in some way for the next activities. 

Taking this view, the next section of  the chapter will look at what has 
emerged from the cases and place this in a framework which is proposed 

Based Evaluation (Weiss, 2002); Pawson (2005, 2006a) and the many representations 
of  Theory of  Change (for example, Keystone accountability (2006)).
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as a useful tool for trade researchers and policy makers to think about 
how they build relationships and infl uence policy in future.

Three key elements emerge from the cases:

Context: All the cases refl ect extensively on the 
environment within which the policy 
decision was made. This is an overriding 
feature in the literature (Patton, 1997; 
Weiss, 2003, to name only two) as well 
as other recent studies of  the infl uence 
of  research on policy processes (Carden 
2007, 2008; Court, Hovland & Young 
2005; Livny et al. 2006). What is going 
on in the environment is not only impor-
tant in the terms noted above (economic 
pertinence), but particularly in terms of  
openness and alignment. I will return to 
these features in a moment because they 
appear central in many of  these cases.

The Research Approach: The approach taken to the research and 
the roles played by researchers and deci-
sion makers seem important. Not all the 
research took the same starting point. 
What various researchers and decision 
makers saw as important varied over 
time. Three factors seem particularly 
important: 
– the nature of  the relationships between 

researchers, decision makers and inter-
ested publics; 

– the approach taken in delivery of  the 
research; and 

– the factors that play into the ability 
and willingness of  decision makers 
to use research fi ndings appear to be 
relatively consistent across the cases.

The Research Itself: What is actually done in the policy 
episodes presented in the cases varies 
enormously. What seems most important 
here is the why, the intent behind the 
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research. Sometimes it is research carried 
out to provide information; sometimes it 
is in response to a query from a decision 
maker or another actor in the policy pro-
cess; sometimes it is research carried out 
to advocate a position, either by decision 
makers or by a group hoping to infl u-
ence them (in this context research that 
does not support the position is unlikely 
to see the light of  day); and sometimes 
the focus is primarily on research to 
provide advice on implementation: how 
can the new ideas or approaches be 
 operationalized?.

The next section will return to each of  these in more detail. 

Context

Context is important because it identifi es government receptivity to 
research fi ndings. The IDRC study (Carden 2007, 2008) noted fi ve 
different policy contexts, from clear government demand for research 
through to complete indifference.10 What we also see in this framework 

10 These fi ve contexts emerged from the analysis of  23 case studies in which we 
found a range of  contexts surrounding the relative success or failure of  the infl uence 
of  research on public policy. These are described in Carden 2008 as: i) Clear government 
demand for policy support—where researchers have direct access to introduce ideas and 
fi ndings into an ongoing policy process; ii) Government interest in research, but leadership is 
absent—where the issue is on the policy makers agenda but they do not have a grasp 
on how to implement, requiring that the researchers take account not only of  research 
fi ndings but also of  implementation issues such as institutionalization, clear communi-
cation of  results and potentially some advocacy efforts; iii) Government interest in research, 
but with a capacity shortfall—where researchers must consider the nature of  capacity and 
resource gaps that limit response, taking implementation considerations to a signifi cantly 
deeper level; iv) an emergent issue activates research but leaves policy makers uninterested—where 
research is “ahead of  the curve” in building understanding of  a problem that will 
likely emerge in future; here—the domain of  much research—researchers must think 
of  a range of  strategies to bring the issue to the policy table including advocacy with 
interested publics, the nature of  communications they undertake and the relationships 
they maintain with the relevant policy community; and v) Government treats the research with 
disinterest or hostility—where the researcher has almost no chance of  infl uence without 
a shift in thinking at the decision making level; researchers may bide their time for an 
opening, they may engage in advocacy with groups interested in the problem (if  they 
can identify any), or they may move on to other issues.
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Table 1: Framework for Case Analysis

Element
Case

Context (where) Approach Research

Openness
– receptive → 

adversarial
Alignment
– conforming to 

pre-held views 
→ exploring a 
question

– → leveling the 
playing fi eld

Relationships
– Knowledge 

broker
– Research 

Entrepreneur
– Networking & 

exchange
Approach
– expert
– who’s engaged
– Issue 

identifi cation 
(defi ned problem 
or research 
anticipation)

Research to create 
new knowledge on 
an issue
 

Advocacy to support 
a position
 
Advice for 
implementation 
(knowledge to 
action)

Core 
questions 

What is the evidence 
that the policy 
community was 
seeking inputs into 
the decision process?
– such as data, 

research, 
advocacy, 
community, 
business sector, 
international), 
timing of  
requests/fora/
invitations/
participation in 
event 

To what extent did 
the research support 
a previously held 
position?
– timing; political or 

methodological 
affi liation; nature 
of  the question;

What role did the 
researcher play 
in interacting 
with the decision 
community?
– such as bridging 

ideas to real world 
implications; 
selling ideas to 
decision makers; 
networking and 
exchange among 
key researchers 
and decision 
makers.

What is the focus 
of  the research 
that infl uenced the 
episode? 
– creating new 

knowledge
– focus on the policy 

implications of  
knowledge; 

– focus on how 
to translate 
knowledge to 
action 
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is that much research is started well before there is any public interest 
in the issue—this is the nature of  research, to be ahead of  the curve 
and prepared with fi ndings when the information is needed. The skilled 
research teams are those that have good skills at anticipation and can 
have fi ndings available when these are needed. They also have the skills 
to bring issues to the table either directly or through various interest 
groups. In the context of  trade policy episodes, this framework is less 
directly relevant as we are seeing examples that all fall, to some extent 
at the demand end of  this spectrum. What we do see though is that 
there are two factors in context that seem particularly important in 
trade research: openness and alignment. 

By openness, we refer to the receptivity of  the policy environment. 
One may think of  it on a fi ve-point scale as outlined in the IDRC study 
or on a range from receptive to indifferent. Clearly where the policy 
environment is most open, the opportunities for research to infl uence 
are much greater. This is borne out in the studies; for example, in India 
(Das. Ch. 7), the Ministry of  Commerce and Trade was concerned 
about the trade facilitation problems faced by Indian exporters and 
sought research support to preparing their arguments for the WTO 
(World Trade Organization) negotiations. At the other end of  the 
spectrum (George & Kirkpatrick, Ch. 3), the Sustainability Impact 
Assessment (SIA) process had a diffi cult time infl uencing sustainability 
in the trade arena, in part because the departments responsible for trade 
negotiations were usually not in a position to fulfi ll any commitments 
on sustainability because this normally falls under a different depart-
ment (often environment). They treated the sustainability requirements 
largely with indifference because they knew they could play no role in 
enforcement. This created clear challenges for SIA, which was often in 
confl ict with decision processes—as George & Kirkpatrick note, politics 
trumps research.

Alignment has two dimensions. One is the obvious alignment of  
research interests and fi ndings with views held in the decision making 
community. Not unexpectedly, where alignment is strongest, opportuni-
ties for infl uence are greatest—of  course infl uence even in this ideal 
setting is not a given; it depends as well on the other factors I will 
come to in a moment. Research to support the development of  the 
North American Free Trade Area (NAFTA) is an excellent example 
of  strong alignment (Gomez & Gunderson, Ch. 2). In this example, 
a diffi cult economic environment in Canada was leading to change. 
When work began on the free trade agreement research in the 1980s, 
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the  Canadian economy was in the worst shape it had been in since the 
Great Depression, with infl ation and unemployment both at double digit 
levels; efforts to that point had revolved around signifi cant government 
intervention in the economy with nationalization and nationalism both 
very strong. But as the Macdonald Commission began its research in 
support of  developing a regional trading bloc in North America, the 
mood was shifting to increased relevance for a more open economic 
growth in the country. A second important infl uence was the presence 
of  external pressures from other trading blocs on North America to 
engage on this basis. So the research that largely (almost exclusively) 
came out in support of  the free trade area and identifi ed key policies that 
needed to be implemented was timely and strongly supported not only 
by Government but also by large parts of  the Canadian public (though 
objections in some quarters on nationalist grounds continue even today). 
In the early days of  the case presented from Egypt (Ghoneim, Ch. 6), 
trade policy processes in the country were opaque; and the institutional 
set-up was incomplete. So, while the principle of  trade liberalization 
was in place, there was not the institutional capacity within the govern-
ment to make use of  research to support liberalization. Alignment was 
therefore weak at this stage, although over time, alignment improved 
as government interest in trade liberalization increased. In Botto and 
Bianculli’s chapter (Ch. 4), we see the reassertion of  the political agenda 
in both incidents they investigate. Research came into play once the 
major policy decisions around regional cooperation on trade had been 
made with the creation of  the trading zone known as Mercosur. Initially 
the research was of  interest and merit. But as experience grew, and as 
political interests reasserted themselves, research infl uence faded. 

In a slightly different perspective on alignment, the alignment may 
be with one group that is operating in opposition to a powerful inter-
est. Two cases present this way (Narlikar & Tussie, Ch. 8; and Mably, 
Ch. 9). In both of  these cases, an organization representing the weak 
partner in a trade regime, made effective use of  research in its efforts 
to fi ght against control by Brussels and Washington (EU and US) of  
the global trade rules and agenda. The research was aimed at leveling 
the playing fi eld and was effective in helping a group that needed to 
coalesce against an adversary. Narlikar & Tussie tell the story of  the 
G-20 efforts to infl uence agricultural policy reform and bring the views 
of  countries in the South to a table dominated by the EU and the US. 
Even where some of  the G-20 members might suffer setbacks in some 
of  the individual policies advocated, the group remained united around 
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the larger goals of  ensuring more equitable treatment for its members. 
In this case we can see that alignment with the G-20 (Group of  20 
countries), in opposition to the EU and US, was strong. Mably describes 
the work of  the ICTSD (International Centre for Trade and Sustain-
able Development) in support of  the G-33 (Group of  33 Countries), 
again to support G-33 efforts to negotiate with the WTO on behalf  of  
its members, who are all developing countries. The membership holds 
a wide range of  interests and perspectives, from some with a strong 
felt need for protection to others with products they want to move to 
international markets so are much more willing to compromise. But 
across the membership a common focus on “food security and liveli-
hoods” helped maintain their unity in the face of  the more traditional 
focus of  the WTO on “food provision”. 

Thus, the degree of  openness in the decision community, and align-
ment (whether it was to work with decision makers, or fi ght against 
a strong opposition in a policy making struggle) play central roles. 
Openness provides an audience with a stake in the research. Alignment 
provides the common space for dialogue and opens up the opportu-
nity for infl uence. What neither does is guarantee infl uence. As we 
will examine in the following sections, understanding what research 
is key, how to communicate fi ndings, how to engage, not only with 
decision makers but with interested publics, and being able to respond 
to dilemmas in implementation, all play crucial roles in ensuring that 
infl uence is achieved.

Approach

The second element of  the framework refers to the approach taken 
to the research. As noted above, the key question is the relationship 
between the researchers and the decision community; in some cases, 
interested publics also play a role. Following a discussion of  the nature 
of  relationships we found in the cases, we will briefl y discuss the key 
factors that were at play.

The relationships between researchers and decision makers were sig-
nifi cantly affected by the skill levels of  the negotiators and the research-
ers. Where skill levels were low, there was limited use of  research and 
it was much more diffi cult to build trust between the two groups (Das, 
Ch. 7), and of  course, politics continues to play a role in the relation-
ships. As Das also noted, however, as skill levels increased, the research 
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teams collaborated with decision makers to fi nalize proposals, resulting 
in a stronger potential for infl uence of  the research as it was framed in 
terms the policy makers could understand. As George & Kirkpatrick 
note (Ch. 3), the more complex the question at hand, the more the 
door seemed to be open for political infl uence to play an important 
role. A third important factor noted was not so much skill level, but 
what research was seen as legitimate. In Argentina, it appears that the 
research served as a bridge for the policy makers until they developed 
their own confi dence on the key issues. Once they established their own 
confi dence and some experience on the issues, the research infl uence 
faded and was replaced by the political issues and decisions based on 
the experience of  the negotiators (Botto & Bianculli, Ch. 4) In Nigeria, 
trade research was often not seen as legitimate unless it was conducted 
by the Central Bank (Ajayi & Osafo-Kwaako, Ch. 5). Further, the dis-
tance of  the two premiere research institutes from the capital decreased 
their legitimacy and infl uence in the eyes of  the decision makers. They 
were simply too far away from the decision makers to be easily called 
on. In cases where relationships were stronger (Ghoneim, Ch. 6), it is 
still diffi cult to identify whether or not the research was used, or how 
much could be attributed to various research undertakings. Neverthe-
less it seems clear in his study of  trade liberalization in Egypt that as 
relationships strengthened over time, the openness to research increased 
and the number of  opportunities for doing research increased. The 
other aspect of  research relationships that emerges in several cases, is 
relationships among the advocates of  a particular position: research 
served in some cases to strengthen the alliance and its case. Mably 
(Ch. 8) notes that the research conducted by the ICTSD was used by 
the G-33 to reinforce the coalition of  countries by giving it knowledge 
and ideas with which to work in their trade negotiations and propos-
als. The same held with research conducted for the G-20 as described 
by Narlikar & Tussie (Ch. 8), where research was one of  the political 
assets of  the G-20, but the skills were held in individual members who 
contributed research to the coalition, not so much by the coalition as 
a whole. For example, India took the lead on research on the blended 
formula that lead to the coalition strongly opposing the blending as 
advocated by the US and EU. The early research fi ndings were taken 
up by Brazil which led the communications strategies for the G-20’s 
opposition. The G-20 used the same approach to build its relationships 
outside the coalition, for example in its alliances with the G-110 at the 
Hong Kong Ministerial. 
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These factors set the tone. Two types of  relationships can be 
 identifi ed:

– Knowledge broker
• The knowledge broker role seems the most important to emerge 

in these cases. This may have to do with the complicated nature 
of  trade research, hence the challenges in its effective presenta-
tion to policy makers and interested publics. And it likely has to 
do with importance of  trade to an economy, hence the increased 
likelihood of  contestation over any decision in this arena. In Das’ 
case in India (Ch. 7), the researchers knew that the range of  
interests they had to deal with would certainly clash over time. It 
was therefore important that they manage the relationships and 
broker the needs of  each important group so none would feel 
they were being ignored. The ICTSD (Mably, Ch. 9) presents 
a classic knowledge broker case. ICTSD was not the principal 
actor; rather it was carrying out research in support of  the G-33, 
bringing ideas and information to that coalition so that it could 
act more effectively in its negotiations with the EU and US. The 
G-33 focused on the politics and tactics while the ICTSD gave 
it ammunition to work with. Sustainability Impact Assessment as 
described by George & Kirkpatrick (Ch. 3) attempted this role but 
given the anticipatory nature of  impact assessment and the highly 
politicized nature of  the context it seemed to play little more than 
an enlightenment role. In discussion over free trade in Canada, 
the Macdonald Commission played an important knowledge 
broker role (Gomez & Gunderson, Ch. 2). The policy makers 
had a poor understanding of  the research they were exposed to 
and many of  the researchers were not good at communicating 
their fi ndings. The Commission played a key role in bridging 
this gap. In an equally important development, the Commission 
was also able to translate the research into language suitable for 
public consumption, increasing the public understanding of  the 
research and thereby mitigating the public opposition to a shift 
from a strongly nationalistic approach to a regional approach to 
trade and economic development more generally.

– Networker
• Within coalitions such as the G-20 and G-33, networking was 

important for coalition building. But it was also important for 
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building relationships outside coalitions. In Nigeria (Ajayi & Osafo-
Kwaako, Ch. 5), the policy makers played a key networking role, 
with heavy use of  consultative processes. In the G-20 research 
process, the researchers played strong networking roles (Narlikar 
& Tussie, Ch. 8), not only within the coalition but in building 
coalitions with other groups on specifi c issues, such as the ‘Alli-
ance of  Sympathy’ at Cancun and the alliance with the G-110 
mentioned earlier. The importance of  networking is reinforced 
when we look at some of  the weaker cases of  infl uence. In Egypt 
for example, where infl uence was initially quite weak, it was only 
once the researchers starting building strong networks with policy 
makers that they began to have some hope and opportunity for 
infl uence (Ghoneim, Ch. 6).

A third type of  relationship, that of  research entrepreneur, often 
shows quite strongly in cases of  policy infl uence. While it does not 
manifest strongly in these cases (though we do see an example of  policy 
entrepreneurs in the Nigeria example, with three key individuals acting 
as entrepreneurs to move towards decision (Ajayi & Osafo-Kwaako, 
Ch. 5), it is nevertheless a role that should be considered as key. A 
research entrepreneur is one who usually builds strong relationships 
with core policy and decisions makers, establishing trust over time and 
focusing research efforts on issues known to be of  concern to policy 
makers.

Research/Action

The third element of  the framework has to do with what was actually 
done. In some cases, the foundation of  the work was the research that 
was conducted. In other cases, advocacy was the key. And in three cases 
(Mably, Narlikar & Tussie, George & Kirkpatrick), we see a primary 
concern with translating knowledge to action.

Not surprisingly, in many cases (Das, Ajayi & Osafo-Kwaako, Gho-
neim, George & Kirkpatrick, Gomez & Gunderson, Botto & Bianculli) 
the starting point was the research itself. In Das, there was cooperation 
in the research especially when it touched on issues of  economic interest 
and where the economic advantage was clear (for example, in supra 
regional cumulation, the advantage was not clear so the research was not 
of  general interest). In Osafo-Kwaako, while research was the starting 
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point, the research was conducted largely by groups with known biases 
and with a lack of  participation from other interests. Combined with 
poor communication of  the research results, this dramatically limited 
the infl uence the research had on the policy processes. In Ghoneim, 
we see the research on trade liberalization growing in infl uence as the 
topic gained more traction. In George & Kirkpatrick, we see that the 
modeling of  trade services is fraught with uncertainty, but the research 
appeared to play a role over time in infl uencing national studies on 
the effects of  trade services even where the research conducted within 
the program itself  might not have been used. We see in Gomez and 
Gunderson the importance of  independent, high quality research in 
infl uencing both decision makers and interested publics. In Argentina 
(Botto & Bianculli) it would appear that the researchers never success-
fully established their legitimacy as key players in building the trade 
relationships on these issues in Mercosur. The research was considered 
at early stages but soon appears to fade. 

ICTSD focused on advocacy fi rst and the conduct of  research within 
the framework of  the needs of  one party, the G-33. ICTSD focused on 
leveling the playing fi eld (between developed and developing countries); 
it acted to keep issues important to its members—from the developing 
world—on the trade agenda in the face of  strong opposition from the 
EU and US. They found that narrowing the research agenda increased 
their infl uence, perhaps because of  the strategic effort and action 
needed on man fronts to keep each issue alive. Stronger focus meant 
more concentrated attention to the issues it was championing. The 
same holds for the case presented by Narlikar & Tussie where again, a 
developing country group, the G-20, was attempting to strengthen its 
negotiating position with the EU and US. But as this case illustrates 
so well, seldom is any case purely research, advocacy or focused on 
knowledge to action. 

The G-20 case maintains elements of  all three. Not only did the 
G-20 use research to support a position, it also used research to explore 
new ideas and issues before they were on the negotiating table. The 
G-20 also focused extensively on translating knowledge to action. For 
example, because of  the importance of  product specifi c caps, research 
was key to underlining the positive and negative impacts of  caps on 
trade distortion, and to help set reasonable levels of  tolerance. This 
focus on the implementation of  research was an important negotiating 
point. In a similar vein, as reported by Das, in India, recognizing the 
highly confl icted nature of  the fi eld and the strongly held positions of  
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key interest groups, the researchers developed mechanisms for confl ict 
resolution to ensure that the research could move to action. In develop-
ing the NAFTA policy episodes, the Macdonald Commission (Gomez 
& Gunderson) was also strongly oriented to action and used strategies 
of  negotiation and communication to help move the research fi ndings 
through to practice as a central part of  their work.

Success Factors

In looking at the cases against this framework, we see a number of  suc-
cess factors emerging over and over again. These are enumerated here 
with particular acknowledgement of  Das who, in developing his case 
in India, identifi ed many of  these. These factors enrich the framework 
as a strategic planning device by identifying what has to be considered 
in using research to infl uence policy. There is no order of  priority to 
these. Each is important and comes into play to varying degrees in 
each case of  policy infl uence. 

Trust

Trust between researchers and policy makers is key. Without it, the 
ability to advocate regardless of  the quality of  the research is severely 
constrained. The trust needs to go both ways, but given the highly 
politicized nature of  trade policy making, clearly the researchers have 
the greatest challenge in building a trusting relationship with policy 
makers. Such relationships tend to be built over long periods of  time, 
not within the context of  a single policy incident. Enduring interest 
and focus on trade issues gives researchers a much greater legitimacy 
and increases the potential for trust. 

Research quality

Research must be recognized to be of  good quality. Policy makers may 
not themselves be qualifi ed to assess the quality of  research but they rely 
on their advisors to ensure that research they do use is of  good quality. 
Reputation of  the researchers over time for high quality research is an 
important factor. As Weiss (2003) notes, it is not so much that policy 
makers can assess the research quality themselves, but that they want 
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to know it is highly regarded by those who can—hence reputation 
becomes a proxy for quality.

Communication with people

The ability of  researchers to relate effectively to decisionmakers plays 
an important role. Understanding who to infl uence (whether it is the 
bureaucrats, the decisionmakers themselves or interested publics) is 
key and the ability to communicate effectively with them should not 
be underestimated. 

Communication of  ideas

The production of  good ideas is what research is striving to achieve. 
But beyond the production of  ideas, their communication is important. 
The language of  decision makers and researchers is not the same. Many 
researchers argue that their responsibility is to produce fi ndings and it 
is up to others to make use of  them. But in the rapidly moving fi eld of  
trade research, researchers must fi nd ways to translate their ideas into 
language that policy makers understand and must relate their research 
directly to the trade agenda if  they hope to have infl uence.

Representativeness

The degree to which research focuses on issues of  prime concern to the 
community refl ects its ability to infl uence. If  the decision community 
does not see its issues represented in the research problem and fi ndings 
it is far less likely to be able to make use of  the research. 

Timeliness

A critical challenge for researchers is to be able to anticipate issues 
far enough in advance to be able to present fi ndings in a timely way. 
Research is usually not conducted quickly; therefore researchers need 
to be ahead of  policymakers in determining what issues will emerge 
and carrying out research that can then be applied to the problems 
presented by policy makers. 
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Conclusions

Post academic research as presented in these chapters, seeks to see 
active use of  research fi ndings to inform decisions. It is carried out by 
those researchers who see direct relevance of  the research enterprise to 
social and economic improvement. They do not reject or neglect the 
importance of  quality of  the research, but focus especially on issues 
of  critical performance in a society or economy. As with the concept 
of  use-inspired basic research, post academic research seeks to make 
sense of  what is happening and create hypotheses about what works 
and what does not, hypotheses that can be tested, re-tested and refi ned 
over time as new cases emerge. It is about sensemaking and the effort 
here is to suggest a common language to help trade researchers with 
that process. Post academic research recognizes that context is central 
to both the fi ndings and their use and that, rather than the simple 
application of  global rules of  practice, post academic research requires 
ongoing refl ection and adjustment as conditions—political, social and 
economic—evolve. This chapter has proposed a framework for under-
standing these episodes of  policy infl uence. It does not pretend to be 
defi nitive; in fact it takes the opposite tack, noting that infl uence in 
highly context dependent and requires constant navigation of  diffi cult 
and highly political waters. It implies a number of  questions that can 
be asked in designing the research as well as strategies for infl uence 
and highlights arenas where debate will be strong and can derail the 
process. 

As Tussie notes two main types of  policy change dominate these 
cases, instrumental change and conceptual change. Conceptual changes 
such as that illustrated in the NAFTA case can also lead to instrumental 
changes when the policy regime is radically altered. Both these types 
of  change are illustrated in the framework. What is most important is 
having an understanding what type of  change you are engaged with: 
whether conceptual change or instrumental change, openness and 
alignment are key; what changes is which alignments are the most 
important and where the openness needs to reside—in the leadership 
for conceptual change or in the administration for instrumental change. 
Clearly these are ideal types so one can seldom focus solely on leader-
ship or administration, but they do play different roles in each type of  
change. This typology adds a further dimension to the framework, asking 
the researchers to think about the type of  policy change in developing 
their strategy for action. 
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To return to the hypotheses posed by Tussie at the start of  this vol-
ume, we see ample evidence of  the fi rst hypothesis, that changes are 
opaque, take place over long periods of  time and are caused by a side 
range of  factors. This emerges clearly in the preceding framework based 
on the episode studies. We can expand this hypothesis slightly to add 
that the factors act differently in each case so no clear single formula 
for success can ever emerge.

The second hypothesis, that the relationships between research and 
policy are two-way, dynamic and complex is amply illustrated with 
some episodes demonstrating the role of  research in building the capac-
ity and confi dence of  policy makers to proceed on their own (Botto 
& Bianculli), and some illustrating inputs from research rather more 
directly into the policy process (Gomez & Gunderson). The complex-
ity is further reinforced in a way by the inability of  the policy process 
to move easily into complex settings and often retreating to a political 
response without seeking evidence. This hypothesis suggests limits to 
the potential for research to infl uence policy in fast-moving, highly 
politicized contexts as these appear unable to absorb and build on the 
inherent complexity of  the relationships.

On the third hypothesis, that an empirical study of  an episode of  
policy change can allow us to clarify the complexity of  the causal rela-
tionships between research and policy change, the jury is still out. While 
the hypothesis is not falsifi ed, neither is it strongly supported, in its call 
for identifi cation of  causal relationships through empirical research. It 
does not rule out the possibility, for example, that a theoretical approach 
based on an understanding and exploration from the perspective of  the 
theory of  the change inherent in the research might not give us a better 
grasp of  the causal (or contributory) role played by research. Without 
going into the history and place of  theory-driven approaches, as Pawson 
(2006b) suggests, “[t]he core axiom of  the theory-driven approach is to 
make explicit the underlying assumptions about how an intervention 
is supposed to work—the ‘programme theory’—and then to use this 
theory to guide evaluation . . . Thus the success of  the intervention is a 
matter of  the integrity of  the sequence of  programme theories and, 
in particular, how different stakeholders choose to respond to them.”11 
Such an approach could be instructive in building our understanding of  

11 Pawson, R. ibid.: 223.
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the relationship between research and policy, particularly where there 
is intent in the research process to infl uence policy.

The fourth issue raised by Tussie in her introduction is not so much 
an hypothesis but an important query into the additionality of  research 
in the policy process. The studies illuminate many aspects of  the query, 
noting all the while the central importance of  politics in trade nego-
tiations and policy making. The episodes suggest the hypothesis that 
(high quality) research adds value where there is openness to change 
in the policy context, good alignment with key interests, relevance to 
an economic problem and where researchers develop the necessary 
skills that intent to infl uence policy would suggest: communications, 
relationships and a sense of  timing.

Infl uence does not happen easily, nor can it be guaranteed, even if  
all the “right” factors seem to be in place. In the trade arena we see 
potential for infl uence of  research because of  the importance of  trade 
to an economy: it is incumbent on policy makers to at least consider 
the implications of  trade research—once they understand them. But 
we also see challenge: as several cases note, research does not trump 
politics. Thus the infl uence of  research is often once a major policy 
decision has been taken, in the elaboration and adjustment of  that 
decision to address certain specifi c needs. And even here, success is 
not guaranteed, and requires active engagement by the researchers in 
building effective trusting relationships with decision makers. These cases 
and the framework provide signposts to help other trade researchers to 
do what they can to achieve maximum infl uence, by identifying what 
to watch for, what advantage to seize, and the importance of  relation-
ships to success.
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CHAPTER ELEVEN

THE OTHER SIDE OF THE EQUATION: 
HOW POLICY INFLUENCES RESEARCH IN THE TRADE 

POLICY DOMAIN

Susan Joekes

Literature on the research-policy link is now moving towards a 
more dynamic and complex view that emphasises a two-way 
process between research and policy, shaped by multiple relations 
and reservoirs of  knowledge.

—Overseas Development Institute

This chapter discusses the ‘instrumentality’ of  research, that is, the infl u-
ence of  policy making on research. It examines the conditions under 
which research is produced and the types of  research products that are 
prepared. These activities take place at the interface of  research and 
policy. Understanding them enriches our comprehension of  ‘post-aca-
demic’ work as described by Diana Tussie elsewhere in this volume.

The case studies in this volume indicate that the use of  research in 
the trade policy process is strongly instrumental. Policy makers rarely 
make use of  pure, unbiased, research-based evidence. They seek knowl-
edge that is useful to them for the occasion at hand. The interaction 
between the conditions of  the production of  research and the uses 
for which that research is sought can explain the cloistered nature of  
research as data and the unreliable nature of  research as ideas (to use 
the categories set out by Carol Weiss 1979, and discussed by Tussie 
in Chapter 1).

The instrumentality of  research is fairly straightforward in the case 
of  two of  the three categories of  research that Weiss (1979) proposes 
are used in the trade policy process. In the cases of  ‘data’ and ‘argu-
ments’ research products, the raw material and presentation of  the 
research are both more or less selectively tailored to the needs of  the 
commissioning party. Paradoxically, the third type of  research, which 
deals in ideas, can also sometimes—but not always—be instrumental, 
but in a different way. Although some ideas work can be  fundamentally 
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innovatory or drive forward ‘blue sky’ thinking, in the trade fi eld, 
mainstream economics (the world view of  the epistemic community 
that prevails in the study of  international trade) is ideologically wedded 
to certain propositions and its products are biased toward them at all 
levels. Ideas research on trade associated with the episteme can often 
shift the paradigm, as in the types of  policy change that Tussie refers to 
as ‘conceptual’ in Chapter 1. Nevertheless, it is biased research, which 
embodies a conceptual paradigm that—in this case—is not as proven 
and unassailable as presented by its advocates. This claim is explained 
here, with a proposal that the bias and instrumentality in some ideas 
research relating to trade policy making has arisen and persists in part 
because of  the conditions of  production in economic policy research.

This chapter concludes by drawing out the implications of  this situ-
ation for policy development and research capacity building. It may 
enhance the capacity of  policy makers’ to demand and make use of  
research-based evidence and it can stimulate high-quality and technically 
advanced outputs. But there are also negative consequences, especially 
for the accumulation of  knowledge, policy debate, and research capac-
ity building. Some recommendations are made for donors, designed to 
counteract those negative outcomes.

Methodology of  the Case Studies

The use of  episode studies, the analytical method employed for the 
cases in this book, promotes an unusual degree of  focus in studying the 
role of  research as a factor in policy making. As discussed in chapters 1 
and 10, episode studies facilitate a focus on two main issues not usually 
addressed in an examination of  infl uences on the policy process. A third 
characteristic of  episode studies can also be identifi ed. All three factors 
invite a deconstruction of  the notion of  research, not only distinguish-
ing different types of  research outputs (as already advanced by Tussie) 
but also examining variations in the context and circumstances under 
which researchers carry out their work.

First, by dealing with readily identifi able, discrete policy changes, 
episode studies makes it possible to explore the relative importance of  
research compared to other inputs to policy making at a particular point 
in time. By contrast, most work on the policy infl uence of  research traces 
how some given body of  research or set of  research fi ndings is taken 
up, examining its infl uence throughout a diffuse policy process drawn 
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out over time. Episode studies therefore highlight the fact that multiple 
research outputs may be brought to bear on a particular episode. Several 
of  the case studies in this volume bear out this point, notably Ahmed 
Farouk Ghoneim in Chapter 6, Rafael Gomez and Morley Gunderson 
in Chapter 2, Clive George and Colin Kirkpatrick in Chapter 3, and 
Diana Tussie and Amrita Narlikar in Chapter 8.

Second, episode studies in trade policy often relate to situations in 
which a discrete policy decision needs to be made, with the need for 
policy decision being more or less acute and pressing. However intense 
or protracted the decision process, such situations are assumed to bring 
an unusual degree of  openness on the part of  policy makers to research, 
because comparative assessments of  different potential outcomes are 
needed to guide decisions. Openness to comparative analysis of  this 
kind may translate into active demands from policy makers for research 
input. As Tussie argues, the existence of  a crisis may provoke the need 
for policy change but it does not explain the nature of  the changes that 
ensue. Political factors may be determinants, but there are also patterns 
in type of  research inputs sought by policy makers.

The case studies also plainly show that in trade policy making 
the demand for research is not limited to front-line decision makers. 
Whether in open or closed decision-making systems, other stakeholders 
fi nd opportunities in such situations to use research-based evidence to 
support their positions.

Finally, studying episodes of  trade policy making has one further 
merit in relation to analysis of  the research-policy interface. The focus 
strictly on the policy-making stage within the policy process as a whole 
may not always be legitimate. However, in this volume, it is a viable 
methodological approach. Trade policy is a domain in which policy 
decisions are easily converted into the instruments by which policy 
change is realised. (Of  course, as Ghoneim notes, the impact of  trade 
policies is another matter altogether; that is not at issue here.) Trade 
policy decisions are largely put into effect through the imposition of  
tariffs and other border measures and changes in policy take the form 
of  alterations to the tariff  schedule and intensity or type of  border con-
trols and other measures. Decisions are converted into executive direc-
tives or legislative provisions and enforced more or less mechanistically 
thereafter by bureaucratic actions of  the customs service. Trade policy 
decisions sometimes focus on the simplifi cation and enhancement of  
these enforcement efforts or have this as an intended secondary effect 
(as with moves toward tariff  unifi cation). But the general point holds 
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that, when compared with health or social policies for instance, policy 
enforcement is relatively simple in this fi eld.

In other settings, taking decision-making episodes out of  context 
may be misconceived and misleading. Material changes are usually the 
consequence of  a complex, drawn-out process starting with an initial 
policy change decision and continuing with the subsequent implemen-
tation of  that change. Consideration of  the role of  research in later 
stages of  the policy process, notably in monitoring and evaluation and 
the iterative adjustment of  policy and practice, has shaped the studies 
of  the role of  research in policy in health systems that were among 
the earliest contributions to this whole fi eld of  inquiry (e.g., the work 
of  Sandra Nutley 2003, and her colleagues in the United Kingdom). 
Where study of  the dynamics of  interaction of  research and imple-
mentation is involved, use of  the alternative ‘tracer’ approach may be 
necessary. In the trade fi eld, however, analysts can proceed without 
consideration of  the impediments to implementation posed by a poor 
policy environment (Ayuk and Marouani 2007).

The Research and Information Needs of  Decision Makers

The circumstances in which trade policy change can take place can 
be organized into a four-way categorisation of  circumstances. The fi rst 
category comprises negotiated trade policy changes that are the product 
of  trade negotiations with two or more other countries. These constitute 
the large majority of  episodes studied in this volume. The other three 
situations all concern unilateral trade policy changes. These are some-
times made unilaterally in response to external pressures, sometimes as 
part of  a strategic redesign of  trade and other economic management 
policies, and sometimes as part of  an effort to improve the coherence 
of  national policies. There are distinct research and information needs 
in each situation.

Trade Negotiations
The information needs of  government in negotiating situations are 
extremely complex. Tussie notes that during periods of  active negotia-
tion of  international trade agreements, government policy makers are 
engaged in two types of  interaction. The fi rst is with the other party 
or parties to the negotiation and the second is with domestic interests. 
There is an iterative process between the two types of  interaction. Inter-
action with the external negotiating party depends on and is informed 
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by the outcomes of  interaction with domestic interests. The case studies 
suggest that an iterative process of  some kind does take place, whether 
the policy-making system is relatively open (as in India) or relatively 
closed (as in Egypt). For India, in Chapter 7 Abhijit Das suggests that the 
consultative process helps make relationships among domestic interests 
less confl ictual by virtue of  the sharing of  the knowledge base generated 
by research. The fact that the research was explicitly geared to coming 
up with policy recommendations addressing producers’ articulation of  
the problems they were facing also facilitated this outcome. By the same 
token, the consultative process and the producers’ acceptance of  the 
evidence presented to them also validated the research fi ndings.

In principle, the negotiating team has to critically examine and then 
synthesise the arguments and convictions of  domestic interest groups 
to produce the set of  requests and offers to the other party that con-
stitutes the negotiating package. This may be done from scratch by 
compiling options on the basis of  interest group representations, or 
may be accomplished through adjustments to a pre-existing internally 
generated working package. Ghoneim points out in Chapter 6 that in 
Egypt, where consultations with interested parties are informal and 
not open to public scrutiny, it is not known to what extent govern-
ment research fi ndings are shared, and whether and to what extent 
the domestic interest groups that hold discussions with government 
elaborate their case with research fi ndings, as opposed to, for example, 
issuing offers or warnings.

The complexity of  the exercise relates directly to the openness of  
the policy process. Information needs are simpler where there is no 
systematic representation of  interest groups and consultations, when 
the interests of  the most economically or politically powerful groups 
automatically hold sway, or when particular international alliances are 
pursued for security or opaque, non-public interest reasons. Alternatively, 
the complexity of  policy making and high level of  uncertainty may lead 
the government to adopt decision rules of  a different order, such as 
favouring downstream processing industries with export potential over 
producers of  intermediate goods (Kheir El-Din 2008).

More than one such negotiating package will be needed, however 
it may be formed. Indeed, ideally at least three are required: a ‘best 
aspirations’, a fallback or reserve position, and a BATNA (best alterna-
tive to a negotiated agreement). Moreover, repeated rounds of  domestic 
consultations take place as the situation evolves, producing a series of  
modifi cations to the offi cial stance in the negotiations or a sequential 
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refi nement. In the end, multiple packages will have been under con-
sideration at one time or another.

The specifi cation of  each package should rest on a comprehensive, 
long-term assessment of  the impact on development, according to 
whatever development goals and objectives prevail in the country. But 
it is impossible to achieve a rigorous, comprehensive assessment of  a 
full negotiating package. Although some analytical tools have been 
developed, there is no agreed methodology for full assessment, either ex 
post or, in the face of  uncertainty, ex ante. Where data limitations are 
severe and research capacity is weak, the potential for even approximate 
estimations is very limited. Trade policy is a prime case in which some 
of  the questions that concern policy makers cannot be answered on 
the basis of  existing evidence (Schmitz 2007). Assessment exercises are 
always partial and incomplete, leaving scope for discretion on the part 
of  the government in playing its hand.

In practice, research is brought to bear to describe the probable 
fi rst round effects of  negotiating packages. But even providing this 
information constitutes a complex technical exercise. The case studies 
show that such research can be carried out inside government, by a 
special technical unit (as in Argentina) or by commissioned researchers 
in publicly funded universities (Argentina), think tanks (Nigeria, India), 
or business organisations such as ICONE in Brazil (see Chapter 8). 
Researchers or organisations may wish to offer recommendations inde-
pendently, or they may try to anticipate policy makers’ requirements 
and supply assessments and impact calculations on their own initiative 
from either a supportive or a critical stance. In some cases, perhaps, 
propositions generated by researchers may strike a chord and be useful 
to the negotiators. But in general the research demands are too specifi c 
and (as Tussie notes) too path dependent to be anticipated by outsiders. 
Whoever the provider, research fi ndings are most likely to be the results 
of  work that originates at the interface of  research and policy making 
because this is where the history of  the negotiating path is located.

Another type of  research information needed by negotiators relates 
to the effects of  different bargaining package options on the domestic 
interests of  the negotiating partner. Negotiations are a two-sided game 
and information about the other party’s position and constraints is vital 
to the outcome. Information is needed as an aid to understanding the 
other party’s reaction or to suggesting new concessions or issue link-
ages that will take the wind out of  the sails of  the other party’s bid. 
The negotiating team will try to understand what gains and costs to 
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its interests are associated with its position, the strength of  the lobbies 
and interest groups it faces, and the history of  its past negotiating 
positions.

Much of  this kind of  research—fl eshing out scenarios and assess-
ing the others party’s real interests and likely moves—goes on in rich 
countries during negotiations. In developing countries it relies more on 
publicly available information. The amount of  such information has 
greatly increased in the recent past. Information brokerage organisa-
tions such as the International Centre for Trade and Sustainable 
Development (ICTSD) and the Institute for Agriculture and Trade 
Policy (IATP) have been established and advocacy organisations such as 
Oxfam, the Third World Network, Consumers International, and the 
Consumer Unity and Trust Society (CUTS) have turned to publicising 
information and reports on the internet that, in varying proportions, 
provide information to observers about the trade policies of  indus-
trialised countries. Despite the charges of  lack of  transparency in its 
procedures, the website of  the World Trade Organization (WTO) is 
a repository of  detailed information about individual countries’ inter-
ests and approaches to negotiations. The Organisation for Economic 
Co-operation and Development (OECD) has a similar website. The 
United Nations Conference on Trade and Development (UNCTAD) 
also devoted considerable resources in the 1990s to providing public 
information about the negotiating interests in and positions taken by 
the main industrialised countries in the Uruguay Round negotiations 
for the benefi t of  its developing country members. Where parliamentary 
and congressional records exist, they also of  course provide material 
on the domestic interests and arguments over trade policy making in 
the country concerned. Embassy staff  in the countries concerned can 
supply additional intelligence if  they have the resources to do so.

George and Kirkpatrick explore an unusual case in Chapter 3. In 
its Sustainability Impact Assessment project, the European Union 
sponsored studies designed to give the developing countries that are in 
trade negotiations with the EU information about the likely domestic 
effects of  their own negotiating options. That activity uses a particular 
methodological framework, but the EU’s aid and cooperation program 
extends more conventional trade technical assistance on a large scale, 
which has the same general aim. Other donors, notably the United 
States Agency for International Development (USAID), provide similar 
support on a case-by-case basis, but not usually to its counterpart in 
negotiations. Indeed, USAID (2005) is expressly forbidden to support 
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technical assistance that acts counter to the interests of  U.S. corpora-
tions. In part, the EU exercise is a methodological experiment. The 
assessment template includes sustainability considerations in order to 
illustrate how a development metric could include not only economic 
but also social and environmental costs and benefi ts.

Demand for another type of  research—horizontal information, as 
opposed to vertical inputs to policy—may also emerge in the con-
text of  negotiations. Governments may fi nd it necessary to persuade 
domestic groups—and perhaps themselves—that negotiated outcomes 
have fulfi lled the public interest. Advocacy materials, quintessentially 
built on research arguments, are needed to justify the policy position 
after the fact. These research products are not inputs to policy deci-
sions, but they are part of  the policy process broadly defi ned. In an 
open political system such communication is a routine obligation of  
the government. In settings with strong local research capacity, a cul-
ture of  policy debate, and good information availabilities, the factual 
accuracy of  such materials will be open to challenge. But in any case 
these research products have a very different status from that assumed 
in the literature on policy infl uence. They are weapons deployed by 
policy makers to give credence to decisions. The link to research rests 
in the fact that the more pure and impartial such advocacy materials 
appear to be, the more plausible they may be.

Horizontal communication is used in some other situations that are 
the subject of  several of  the case studies in the book: when governments 
seek alliances with other parties to multilateral (WTO) or plurilateral 
(EU partnership) negotiations, or when stakeholders seek alliances with 
other interest private sector or civil society representational groups. 
Research is similarly used with political intent in all such situations.

Non-Negotiating Situations
Trade policy changes are also undertaken outside the context of  inter-
national negotiations or away from the negotiating table. Five of  the 
case studies in this book address such situations (India, Hong Kong 
ministerial meeting, and consensus building among the G33 and on 
special products [SPs] and the special safeguard mechanism [SSM]). 
At least three other types of  circumstances exist. Policy makers do not 
have such time-critical research requirements on these occasions but 
their information needs are still considerable.

First, trade policy changes have often been introduced unilaterally to 
meet conditionalities attached to sovereign lending by the international 
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fi nancial institutions (IFIs). These constituted debt-led trade openings, 
as discussed by Tussie. The information and analysis basis for such 
policies, essentially adopted under duress, has mostly emanated from 
the IFIs themselves or from commissioned researchers belonging to the 
epistemic community anchored in the IFIs. However, as Tussie notes, 
there is a paradox here. The policy mix advocated by the economic 
orthodoxy of  neo-liberalism does not, in fact, require that trade liberali-
sation be undertaken simultaneously with macroeconomic stabilisation. 
As discussed below, and Tussie herself  suggests, its uptake under these 
conditions is explained by the power politics of  knowledge, specifi cally 
the doctrinal force of  trade liberalisation regardless of  the niceties of  
the timing and contextual conditions of  implementation. The EU’s 
SIA project discussed by George and Kirkpatrick is a peculiar variant 
of  this scenario, at the crossroads of  aid and trade policy.

Trade policy changes can also be the result of  strategic initiatives 
by the government. Domestic pressures to seek out new strategies for 
growth or poverty reduction may be strong, and trade policy changes 
may be seen as part of  the means to address such pressures. After a 
regime change, new governments may decide that full acceptance by 
the international policy-making community is necessary for fi nancial 
stability, economic integration, and technological innovation. As trade 
liberalisation has been a central part of  this agenda for the past 20 or 
30 years, changes in trade policy in a liberalising direction may be seen 
as key to such acceptance. South Africa is a prime example of  such a 
case and Egypt could be put in the same category (concerning the early 
part of  the period discussed by Ghoneim in Chapter 6).

When strategic changes are contemplated outside a negotiations 
framework—or to push the conceptual envelope of  such negotiations 
(including the consensus building efforts by the G33 and on SPs and 
SSMs as discussed in the case studies)—the research needs are broader. 
There is a place for wide-open, provocative thinking, with paradigmatic 
discussions if  large changes in orientation are under consideration. 
The drivers of  such change may be newly appointed policy makers, 
perhaps in a newly formed government, or researchers, in their role as 
public intellectuals. There may also be recourse to technical expertise 
to understand the potential impact of  possible trade policy changes and 
to specify precise policy instruments. The information requirement is 
less urgent and less constrained by the exigencies of  negotiations, but 
research must still be technically well informed and must yield opera-
tionally useful fi ndings. Thus, as the case studies show, the information 
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needs in this situation are a hybrid of  ideas and argumentation, and 
in the operationalisation phase, data-based analysis.

Finally, trade policy changes may result from the pursuit of  policy 
coherence—the search for consistency and cross-reinforcement within 
policy instruments. A good example is the current assessment of  the 
development impact of  OECD countries’ foreign economic policies 
taken in aggregate as opposed to having each line ministry’s actions 
considered separately. The evident inconsistencies between aid, trade, 
and agricultural support policies are a case in point. The case studies 
of  the SIA project in the EU and perhaps also of  India in this volume 
also fi t into this category.

Trade Policy as a Driver of  Research
Finally, it is a mistake to credit researchers as prophets, always the intel-
lectual innovators at the leading edge of  analysis. Policy developments 
in negotiations have sometimes opened windows for new analysis and 
pushed out the research boundary. Being driven primarily by com-
mercial and political interests, some trade negotiations are concluded 
with little or no prior analytical work. Researchers scramble after the 
event to develop useful conceptual approaches, tools, and data that will 
make it possible to track the impact of  the new policies and inform 
the design and modifi cation of  new policies. Work on trade in services 
as promoted by the General Agreement on Trade in Services (GATS) 
is a prime example. The classifi cation of  four modes of  delivery that 
was institutionalised with the conclusion of  the GATS provoked a 
stream of  work to elaborate and operationalise the defi nition of  the 
modes, to explore their relevance for sectors and activities previously 
regarded as non-traded, e.g., health and education, and to consider 
the development impacts and policy options. Another example is the 
OECD and work on measuring and categorising subsidies, primarily 
but not only with regard to agriculture, which was clearly stimulated 
by intergovernmental discussions at the WTO. Work in these areas is 
lively and continuing worldwide.

In summary, trade negotiations give rise to a particularly acute form 
of  demand for substantial and timely research inputs. But episodes of  
non-negotiating trade policy change also generate research needs. The 
case studies in this volume show that research inputs to the full range 
of  policy-making situations cover all the types of  research that are 
covered by Weiss’s (1979) classifi cation. Although the mapping is not 
exact, research as ideas—normative research—is most used to inform 
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locally initiated, unilaterally designed changes to trade policy and used 
in the launch of  negotiations of  new types of  trade agreements. This 
form of  research is also helpful in building alliances in the context of  
multilateral trade negotiations. Research as argumentation is deployed 
in knowledge intermediation and in advocacy work by both govern-
ment and stakeholders. The most common type of  research in the 
thick of  negotiations is data-heavy research, which is needed for the 
operationalisation of  policy options. The emergence of  post-academic 
research at the interface between the policy and research communities 
is a professional-institutional response to meet information needs of  
this last kind.

Policy makers often need knowledge intermediation by way of  the 
synthesis (and, if  possible, by adding of  value to) publicly available 
information. A number of  research providers can deliver such material. 
But as information needs become more detailed, whether preliminary 
to or part of  negotiations, confi dentiality becomes essential to the 
research process, echoing the practice in the trade negotiations. Whether 
the research demands relate to domestic interests and impacts, or to 
the situation in other countries, the research process and its products 
become more cloistered. Only technicians employed in the public ser-
vice, researchers with very close relations with the policy-making com-
munity, or consultants contractually bound not to divulge their results 
to any other party can participate in this kind of  work. The need for 
confi dentiality binds researchers ever more tightly into the professional 
world of  the research-policy interface.1

Characteristics of  Research Production in Trade Policy

The production of  economic research or knowledge products has some 
peculiar features compared to other knowledge-based activities (or, in 

1 This characterisation of  trade policy research as cloistered and path dependent is 
borne out by a recent evaluation of  the Mercosur Network funded by the International 
Development Research Centre (IDRC). The evaluators investigated the impact of  the 
project research outputs that cover three thematic areas: trade, macroeconomic coor-
dination, and foreign direct investment. Work in all three areas was judged to be of  
‘excellent’ scientifi c quality. However, the work on trade did poorly in terms of  academic 
citations, receiving far fewer citations than work in the other two areas. Nevertheless, 
in terms of  policy relevance, the reverse held: the work on trade was considered by 
respondents to be the most ‘useful’, ‘involving the highest level of  commitment and 
detail’ (McMahon and Porta 2007, s. 4, p. 38). 
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trade terminology, services). Moreover, in the specifi c subset of  econom-
ics analysis relating to international trade, the production conditions 
for research interact with the particular needs of  policy makers and 
generate some distinctive outcomes.

As discussed, most of  the knowledge products used in trade policy 
making rest on high levels of  technical expertise. But unlike most other 
knowledge-based service providers, economists in general and trade 
researchers in particular are not subject to supplier certifi cation or 
quality control of  their outputs in any strict sense.

In fi elds such as engineering, accountancy, architecture, and medicine, 
practitioners must generally be members of  recognised professional bod-
ies that set entry standards and monitor members’ performance. When 
performance falls short, members can be sanctioned and penalised by 
exclusion from the professional body. In WTO/GATS terms, these are 
accredited professions. Economics has much looser forms of  validation 
of  technical qualifi cation and no comprehensive system of  quality 
control of  practitioners’ work.

With regard to individuals’ professional standing, educational quali-
fi cations are the primary validation of  personal competence. Academic 
or other institutional affi liation is another screening device for profes-
sional standing. Affi liation to policy research networks, such as the 
United Kingdom’s Centre for Economic Policy Research (CEPR), 
South Africa’s Trade and Industrial Policy Secretariat (TIPS), and the 
Middle East’s Economic Research Forum (ERF), provides researchers 
with another label. Network membership is most meaningful when 
membership is not fully open but subject to peer acceptance. In that 
case, the network serves as a fi lter or validation screen. By contrast, 
consulting companies put forward teams of  staff  members to work on 
particular projects, rather than high-profi le researchers. The corporate 
reputation of  the company rests on the performance of  these teams, 
and there may be only light scrutiny of  individuals’ professional stand-
ing in that case. Consulting companies may also supply the services of  
consultant experts to round out the qualifi cations of  such a team; they 
usually have similar technical qualifi cations to academic researchers, 
with the addition of  experience in policy advisory work.

There are few regular standards for assessing experts’ performance, 
that is, for verifying the quality of  their research products. In the accred-
ited professions, checklists and templates are applied to products to verify 
internal coherence, consistency with industry standards, factual accuracy, 
and comprehensive treatment. Second opinions are sought as checks 
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on services supplied. (For the past few years, investment analysts in the 
United States have become legally required to provide an independent 
second opinion on the recommendations they submit to clients.) Time 
and gravity are the ultimate tests of  whether architectural and civil 
engineering products meet performance standards, but catastrophic out-
comes are rare because construction specifi cations are subject to rigorous 
double checks prior to the realisation of  the design. In accountancy, 
although product standards are in some respects regionally specifi c (e.g., 
American versus European accounting standards), they are also subject 
to periodic review through transparent consultative processes. Most 
notably, accounting standards are signifi cantly revised when corporate 
scandals reveal defi ciencies (as happened in the U.S. with Enron). In 
medicine, similarly, the standards for care and treatment that apply to 
the work of  all practitioners are the reference point for performance 
evaluations; these standards are also subject to revision over time. In 
the health sciences, performance standards also rest on an edifi ce of  
scientifi c testing, replication of  research results, and secondary reviews 
and assessments of  multiple trials.

The thinness of  expert qualifi cations and the lack of  performance 
standards in economics are especially problematic in the fi eld of  inter-
national economics and trade policy. Although rarely acknowledged as 
such, it is a fi eld driven by one near-hegemonic idea and, by extension, 
by fi erce disputes over arguments and data analysis.

The contribution of  trade expansion—the international integration 
of  markets—to growth and incomes is a foundational proposition of  
economics as an intellectual discipline, to the point that it is often 
taken as axiomatic. Different variants of  the proposition have been 
developed from the times of  the classical economists onwards—from 
Smith and Ricardo, followed by Heckscher and Ohlin’s derivation of  
testable propositions about the factor price consequences of  trade, fol-
lowed by attempts to explain the rapid growth of  intra-industrialised 
country trade and the prevalence of  intra-industry trade within the 
same framework. The intellectual power of  trade liberalisation as an 
idea—moreover, one easily put into practice—allowed it to become the 
central tenet of  the neo-liberal economic reform agenda that has been 
put into effect worldwide since the 1980s. By extension—and despite 
technical advice suggesting that it should not always have precedence 
in policy implementation, as noted by Tussie in Chapter 1—the propo-
sition that trade expansion through liberalisation necessarily benefi ts 
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all countries has come to have the status of  doctrine to the epistemic 
community composed of  mainstream economists.

The scope for attachment to any doctrine is heightened when the 
methodology for testing theories and claims is inadequate. For ortho-
dox economists, much more is at stake in trade liberalisation than is 
normally recognised. Its doctrinal status means that attempts to test its 
claims rigorously are threatening to its proponents. The vehemence with 
which technical analyses disputing the gains from trade liberalisation 
are dismissed can only be understood in this connection. For instance, 
a quite remarkable and disproportionate number of  public attacks was 
mounted by senior economists in 2007 based on a dissenting background 
report on trade commissioned by Christian Aid, a British-Irish non-
governmental organisation (NGO). In such a case, there is little place 
for economists as intellectual sanitation workers (to use Robert Solow’s 
phrase). Dissenting voices are quickly branded as renegades rather than 
quality controllers when an entire world view is being challenged.

In fact, the contribution of  trade liberalisation to growth and devel-
opment under current conditions is unproven (Winters et al. 2004; 
Cockburn et al. 2007; Conway 2004). Heterodox economists have put 
forward a number of  arguments challenging the validity of  the proposi-
tion. The main challenges have been that the direction of  causality is 
doubtful, namely that export capacity may follow rather than precede 
economic growth and capacity development and that trade liberalisation 
is responsible for such reversals as deindustrialisation in many African 
and Latin American countries. t has also been pointed out that many 
markets are volatile and distorted and that exemptions and supports 
to weaker trading partners need to be in place if  poor economies are 
to realise gains from globalisation suffi cient to outweigh the negative 
shocks and costs of  adjustment to new market conditions. In practice, 
the world trading regime embodies many such exemptions, which have 
been arrived at through negotiation, as well as many anomalies and 
distortions that continue to be part of  the trade regime despite the 
supposed merits of  multilateral trade negotiations as a mechanism for 
removing such distortions.

Trade liberalisation retains its simple doctrinal status because, in 
marked contrast to the relative simplicity of  the proposition itself, there 
are no agreed criteria for assessing the developmental value of  trade 
liberalisation or for predicting the impact of  episodes of  trade opening. 
The methodological challenge is undoubtedly considerable. There is 
a wide range of  possible development-related metrics for measuring 
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the impact of  changes in trade policy, including growth in national 
income, productivity growth, export performance, the trade balance, 
factor incomes (wages and profi ts), personal incomes, income inequal-
ity, and so on. An extremely fi ne level of  detail is needed to predict 
shocks and problems for specifi c socioeconomic groups and locations, 
even in the short term, and, by extension, to give practical guidance 
on compensating or support measures. The time scale for prediction 
and the degrees of  indirect effect to be computed are indeterminate. 
Attribution of  causality is complicated by the presence of  compounding 
factors. In addition, the whole exercise is constrained by more or less 
severe data limitations. In the face of  all these problems, it is perhaps 
unsurprising that the economic evaluation and prediction methodolo-
gies that are used are not well established.

The most developed methodological tool for predicting effects is an 
economic simulation based on a model of  the production and fi nancial 
interrelationships among sectors, deployment of  and returns to capital 
and labour, and consequences for different groups (e.g., consumers, 
poor households, wage workers, small farmers). But the contribution 
of  modelling to knowledge of  the impacts and interpretation of  the 
results of  modelling exercises in trade policy is very contentious. The 
construction of  the tool is open to challenge, particularly in the way 
that welfare is conceptualised and measured, and the assumptions in 
the specifi cation of  the most widely used models are often implausible, 
especially with respect to elasticities, the exchange rate, and causality 
(Taylor and Von Arnim 2006). In recent years there have been many 
empirical tests of  hypotheses about the effects of  trade policy on particu-
lar socioeconomic groups in different countries. Authoritative summaries 
of  this work indicate that no general conclusion about the impact of  
trade-liberalising measures is possible and that all depends on context, 
initial conditions, and fl anking policies (Cockburn et al. 2007). Such 
specifi cities undermine not only the general case but also the ability to 
make robust ex-ante assessments of  trade policy changes.

In 2006 an external evaluation was carried out of  the World Bank’s 
research (Banerjee et al. 2006). The work on trade was singled out for 
strong criticism. World Bank staff  researchers claimed, for example, that 
countries that used large tariff  cuts to open their trade to the benefi cial 
effects of  globalisation had seen more poverty reduction than those 
that have not. Several of  the trade research products are castigated as 
being of  inferior technical quality. Accordingly, the evaluators allege 
that the World Bank ‘proselytized the new work without appropriate 
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caveats on its reliability . . . it is becoming clear that the Bank seriously 
over-reached in prematurely putting its globalization, aid and poverty 
publications on a pedestal’ (53). Civil society’s critique of  the operations 
of  the World Bank (e.g., Oxfam’s Make Trade Fair campaign) alleges 
that the research agenda and dissemination of  research results were 
also infl uenced by power politics and the fl awed governance of  the 
international fi nancial institutions. Economists’ ideological imperative 
to declare the trade liberalisation thesis proven was another factor, at 
the very least by holding staff  researchers back from objecting to strong 
general inferences being made in offi cial publications on the basis of  
tenuous and selective evidence. The external evaluation of  World Bank 
research notes ‘a serious failure of  the checks and balances that should 
separate advocacy and research’ (6).

Tussie suggests that one defi ning characteristic of  post-academic 
research is that it draws on ‘evidence for a cause that weighs more than 
academic or professional validation’. The lack of  routine independent 
review of  World Bank research outputs suggests that attachment to the 
cause of  liberalisation is certainly relevant to individuals’ retention in 
that organisation.

Given the lack of  knowledge about trade policy impacts, demon-
stration of  ‘attachment to the cause’ is used as a selection criterion 
by all actors in the trade fi eld who seek research-based information 
for policy making (or by those providing unsolicited inputs to, or who 
contest, such policy making). The nature of  the cause takes different 
forms along the spectrum from critical research to advocacy. At one 
end is the cause of  trade liberalisation. Next could be a predisposition 
to trade liberalisation, subject to a hard-headed assessment of  value 
of  trade-negotiating packages to national welfare. Next after that, the 
cause could be an assessment weighted in favour of  particular interest 
groups; or the cause could be the maintenance in power of  the govern-
ment itself, when horizontal information, by way of  ostensibly neutral 
arguments for decisions taken non-transparently, is needed; or fi nally, 
in a mirror image of  the epistemic doctrine, the cause could be an 
absolute antipathy to trade liberalisation. The case studies show that 
post-academic researchers have been playing a range of  roles across 
this divide. They are perhaps closest to acting as authentic intellectual 
sanitation workers when they test out the specifi cations of  potential 
negotiating packages against the touchstone of  the public interest, 
but they serve more like knowledge brokers and advocates, presenting 
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a selective view of  the evidence, when their work is used to assuage 
interest groups or public opinion.

In some of  these situations, researchers are judged by an additional 
criterion: their ability to read ‘intentionality’ on the part of  the com-
missioning body. This aptitude is highly prized when research activity 
is commercialised and provided by consulting fi rms (whether involving 
people whose primary identity is as academic researchers, or incorpo-
rated enterprises, large or small, local or international). The commis-
sioning body can be either the government, or an interested party to 
a trade negotiation, or a civil society stakeholder, or a donor.

Commissions from donors (bilateral, regional and multilateral devel-
opment agencies, including the World Bank) are extremely important 
in value terms in most developing countries, both as regards the fee 
rates paid and the quantum of  work on offer. In some cases, donor 
funds also fund government commissioned research through budget-
ary or direct sector support. In many countries, injection of  aid funds 
by donors is the monetary basis for the development sector in trade 
as in other fi elds, sustaining a new industrial knowledge-based service 
industry. No less than in the World Bank, the bulk of  donor funding 
is ideological in character. It is doubly predisposed to support the 
production of  evidence in favour of  trade liberalisation. First, donors’ 
intellectual world view and intellectual and research agenda are largely 
those of  orthodox mainstream economics. Second, it is infl uenced to 
some degree by donor agencies’ home country commercial interests. 
The current round of  WTO negotiations and all regional and bilateral 
trade agreements have been initiated by richer countries seeking com-
mercial opportunities for their exporters through negotiated opening of  
other markets. The condition, noted above, that USAID funds cannot 
be used for work that threatens the interests of  U.S. corporations is the 
most egregious example of  this bias.

Private sector clients have a simpler motivation, which can be partly 
offensive and partly defensive of  their interests in, respectively, market 
opening elsewhere or continued tariff  protection of  the home market. 
Most such analyses of  markets and production capabilities and threats 
remain confi dential either to the businesses themselves or to the nego-
tiating process. Where there is a tight relationship between business 
interests and government (as in the Middle East and North Africa, 
for example), private sector appraisals can weigh heavily in the offi cial 
negotiating position. This type of  research is rarely in the public domain 
or open to research scrutiny.
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Finally, civil society organisations can also be considered as clients for 
trade research. Several international NGOs spend signifi cant amounts 
of  resources on research and advocacy. In the larger organisations 
the work is mostly done in-house but in others by commission from 
outsiders. Consumer organisations are a special case, representing a 
well-defi ned functional group with interests in trade policy. Consumer 
organisations play a special role, serving the public good by speaking 
for a group (consumers) whose gains are highly diffuse—although 
often claimed to be signifi cant. Their low level of  political organisa-
tion undermines their ability to publicise the benefi ts they are likely 
to receive from trade liberalisation. In consequence, an inappropriate 
weight is given in the trade policy process to producer and other groups 
that are threatened by opening of  the domestic market. Moreover, the 
articulation of  consumer benefi ts is a challenge. Consumer protection 
instruments have merit in their own right, and in developing countries 
consumer organisations undoubtedly help to bring product safety, 
quality, and process standards closer to those enjoyed by consumers in 
richer countries. But identifi cation of  the consumer interest in trade 
policy is complicated by the fact that individual members are income 
earners as well as consumers, and thus are concerned with employ-
ment as well as product price outcomes. Although there have been 
some notable advocacy efforts, consumer organisations have had some 
diffi culty moving the consumer protection agenda to the global level. 
Advocacy work by other international NGOs active in the trade policy 
fi eld is limited by the lack of  clear assessment methodology for trade 
agreements. This makes for some imbalance in the campaign materials 
produced. The well-resourced Make Trade Fair campaign, for example, 
is selective in its promotional work, focussing on concerns for small 
producers in developing countries hit by premature and ill-considered 
market opening (Oxfam International 2008). The state of  the evidence 
does not provide a sound basis for focussing on this group in particular. 
Researchers working for these organisations are certainly primarily 
accountable to the cause rather than to comprehensive, independent, 
and rigorous analysis of  the evidence.

Conclusion

The standard conception of  research is coloured by the notion of  
research as a public good, that is, of  publicly funded research  produced 
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in publicly funded institutions (such as universities) or directly commis-
sioned by government acting as the embodiment of  the public interest. 
In this ideal picture, research results are fed immediately into the public 
domain to be tested by other analysts and to improve the information 
base on which public opinion is shaped in a process of  debate and 
knowledge contestation.

In fact, as has been discussed, there are multiple sources of  research 
funding. In most countries, only a small part of  it, if  any, is produced 
publicly in this sense, and the bulk of  trade policy research is pro-
duced on commission. There is no necessary reason for commissioned 
work (whether with private or public funds) to fall short of  objective 
scientifi c standards. But the practice of  economics, especially in the 
fi eld of  trade, is characterised by inadequate producer certifi cation, 
product quality, and testing standards. These production conditions for 
research make objective, scientifi c research very scarce. Where much 
of  the commissioning is ideologically driven, research is mostly not 
scientifi cally robust. It is primarily instrumental rather than scientifi -
cally objective, and research is commissioned and used by actors with 
political or ideological agendas. Researchers must be skilled at reading 
intentionality to be effective in their work as agents and producers of  
research on commission. The path-dependent nature of  the agenda for 
post-academic research, politically embedded and determined during a 
continuing process of  discussions with policy makers, clearly requires 
this aptitude.

Where argumentation is concerned, researchers and research are 
inherently unreliable, in the sense that they position themselves (not 
necessarily consciously) as impartial and objective but in their choice 
of  narratives, analysis, and selection of  data, they are biased toward 
the interests of  the commissioning party. The analogy is with unreliable 
narrators in literary works, where unreliability can be due to a powerful 
bias, a lack of  knowledge, or even a deliberate attempt to deceive the 
reader or audience. By contrast, data-based research in trade is usually 
carried out in the close context of  trade negotiations. When the work 
is required as part of  the preparations for coming to the negotiating 
table, or when it is requested on a commercial basis, the contractual 
conditions for the research require the researcher to maintain strict 
confi dentiality of  the research results. The fi ndings are not put into the 
public domain and do not serve to augment the knowledge base on 
which public debate over policy options depends. This failure impedes 
the cumulation of  inputs into public debate about policy options, 
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undermines transparency, disenfranchises and disempowers stakehold-
ers, and leads to a lack of  accountability of  researchers, exacerbating 
the producer certifi cation problem.

There is thus a symbiotic and circular reinforcement relationship 
between the work of  principals and agents in these circumstances. The 
justifi catory purpose of  commissioned research gives rise to reverse 
causality in the research to policy relationship. Interested principals 
commission research that will set out an explanation that can be 
transformed into a rationalisation that entrenches a particular trade 
policy position. Knowledge brokers (whether or not they operate on 
commission to another party) may package narratives for specifi c 
purposes and identify key messages for consistency with a particular 
ideological stance. Thus instrumentalism characterises vertical research 
that supports negotiating positions biased toward particular interests 
or is dictated by non-economic factors as well as horizontal research 
that explains the outcome of  negotiations after the fact to legitimise 
acceptance or to seek public support in pursuit of  a formal consensus. 
However, the status of  such work changes if  it is subject to a consulta-
tive process with real debate about the substance of  the fi ndings. In 
that case the process builds shared understanding of  a potential policy 
and reduces friction, and as a result the fi ndings may move closer to 
becoming received or socially validated knowledge.

There are a number of  lessons in this situation for donors such as 
International Development Research Centre (IDRC) that seek to gener-
ate new knowledge, support research capacity building, and stimulate the 
use of  evidence in policy making. More specifi cally, support should have 
two aims: to enhance the cumulation of  knowledge in the public domain 
and to seek to enhance the quality of  research outputs, by promoting 
professional practices in international economics enabling practitioners 
to approach the validation processes used in other knowledge-based 
services. Measures to achieve these objectives could include:

• support for multiple knowledge providers in any one situation, in 
order to stimulate replication tests and to facilitate the production 
of  second opinions;

• support for strong research infrastructure, in the form of  research 
institutions and independent research capacity building;

• strengthening of  policy makers’ demand for research and support 
for the creation or consolidation of  policy research networks open 
to newcomers; and
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• seeking to ensure that research fi ndings are widely disseminated and 
research results are routinely put into the public domain, with lags 
if  necessary for policy-sensitive outputs.
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