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The authors provide a clear framework that identifies the possible linkages between trade policies and trade effects and their impacts on poverty. To use an analogy, they provide a map and it is the best that could be drawn given our current state of research knowledge. We know quite a lot about trade can affect poverty, and this is detailed in the paper, but we do not know much about how trade has impacted on poverty in particular cases. In other words, there is a lack of empirical evidence, largely because this is an issue that researchers have only recently begun to address. Thus, we have an outline map, but the details (the strength of links between particular points) are not known. To infer policy conclusions regarding the effects of trade and poverty using this information is akin to using an thirteenth century Portuguese map of the world to draw and determine the best way to now get from Lilongwe to Kampala. Neither point is clearly identified on the map, there are many roads and no signposts.

The authors provide an outline map, but analytical tools are required to navigate around it. To determine how particular trade policies or outcomes may affect poverty in a country requires analysis. The analytical tools exist – applied general equilibrium, market analysis, surveys, effective rates of protection, etc. There have been many studies, often commissioned reports for donors, but these rarely get to the countries concerned. Developing countries face two specific problems. First, most lack the analytical and policy research capacity to identify the links between trade and poverty themselves, or even to make use of the studies that have been conducted. Second, when the results of economic analyses are conveyed to developing countries it is usually in a distilled manner. Thus, the countries may not be confident that they are being fully informed or assisted in understanding the policy implications.

What could the EU-LDC Network do to help? One positive suggestion is to make more of the studies that do exist available on the web to officials in developing countries. They may not want to see the full study, but it would be useful if researchers/consultants provided a non-technical summary (perhaps along the lines of id21 and ELDIS). This would involve a cost to the researchers, but the donors commissioning studies could help by paying for the ‘policy briefs’ or summaries. The role of the Network would be to solicit material and disseminate it.
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