
The study set out to answer two questions: 

1. First, have we properly understood the constraints small states face and their under-
lying causes? 

2. Second, are the assumptions that drive existing capacity building and other efforts to
support small states correct and if not, how should they be revised?

The previous chapters have reported on what existing research tells us about the con-
straints faced by small states, and how officials and negotiators from small states perceive
those constraints and have experienced them in a number of case studies. In this final
chapter, we report on how officials and negotiators perceive solutions.

Our findings suggest that the factors that would most enable small states to increase
their impact on negotiations vary substantially between countries. However, some
 patterns emerge. Representatives of small states are very clear on the need to improve
the quality of human resources dedicated to trade, to increase the engagement of their
political leaders in trade negotiations and to strengthen negotiating strategy. When asked
what deeper changes would need to happen for these improvements to occur, emphasis
was placed on increasing the priority that governments give to trade, enhancing links
between develop ment plans and trade, and strengthening the ability of stakeholder
groups,  particularly the  private sector, to engage in trade policy. 

Interestingly, relatively little emphasis was placed on institutional reform per se,
suggesting that creating the right political incentives is key. Our findings suggest that when
the executive is heavily engaged in trade policy and makes demands on trade  officials,
then greater resources are likely to be allocated to trade policy, and the quality of trade
policy and negotiating strategy is likely to be higher, improving the chances of small
states having influence in an international context. The executive in turn appears to
dedicate greater time to trade when the private sector and other stakeholders make clear
demands for it to do so.

A further theme that emerges from the survey, interviews and case studies is that
donor  initiatives are performing poorly. While they appear to correctly identify many of
the proximate constraints that small states face in negotiations, they are less effective at
identifying solutions that address underlying causes. Moreover, care has to be taken to
minimise bias in the assistance provided by international donors on trade policy. Trade
negotiations are a particularly sensitive area, as many donors sit on the opposite side of
the negotiating table to small states.

This chapter ends by making some recommendations to small states and to the inter-
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national donor community about initiatives that could strengthen the performance of
small states in international trade negotiations.

What factors matter most? 

In our survey we asked small state negotiators to rank the factors that ‘most increase the
ability of small states to have an impact in trade negotiations’.150 The results suggest that
the factors that are considered most important vary widely across small states. This varia -
tion is reflected in the horizontal trend of the ‘overall ranking’ line, which reflects the
weighted average of each factor (Figure 8). 

Figure 8. Factors most increasing small states’ ability to influence trade negotiations

However, some factors are more likely to be ranked first or second in their ability to
increase the impact of small states in the negotiating room. ‘Quantity and quality of
human resources’ and ‘political leadership’ were most often ranked top priority. In the
comments, four respondents noted that the quality of human resources is more impor-
tant than quantity. These results echo the message emanating from interviews with
negotia tors on the importance of building an effective negotiating team, and the find-
ings of the case studies, which underscore the crucial role that political leadership plays.
‘Effective negotiating strategy’ was most often ranked as the second highest priority,
highlighting the strongly felt need among negotiators for small states to become more
proactive around the negotiating table. 

These results show similarities and differences with the prevailing consensus in the
donor literature, which tends to prioritise human resources, government institutions,
quality of available information, and consultation with the private sector and civil  society.
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Our results suggest that while human resources constraints are indeed a priority, the
sources of constraint that are often under-emphasised are weak political leadership and
poor negotiating strategies, which were highlighted in the Geneva focus group discussion.

What could most help individual countries?

To identify the underlying causes and probe ideas for long-term solutions, the penulti-
mate question of the survey asked respondents: ‘What changes would enable your coun-
try to tackle the constraints it faces in trade negotiations?’.151 The results are interesting
(Figure 9). ‘Greater priority given to trade by government’ was clearly ranked above
other choices, followed by ‘stronger links between development plans and trade’ and
‘private sector priorities driving negotiating objectives’. Although human resource weak-
nesses were identified elsewhere in the survey as a major constraint, civil service reform
was given a low ranking by respondents, suggesting that attention to administrative
reform is perhaps less urgent or effective than attention to getting the politics right, i.e.
addressing the low priority given to trade within government and improving the strength
of domestic institutions. This could be achieved both by improving policy coherence and
institutional co-ordination on the links between trade and development, and by strength-
en ing input from private sector organisations. Interestingly, ‘increased donor assistance
on trade’ was ranked last. This may suggest that many current donor assistance projects
are simply not perceived as useful in tackling the most serious constraints facing small
states in trade negotiations. 

Figure 9. Domestic changes that best enable countries to tackle constraints
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Small state trade negotiators clearly believe that trade needs to be taken more seriously
by government if they are going to have greater influence in international negotiations.
While this may be the case, many also noted in interviews and discussion that there is a
need to place trade in a wider development context. While influencing international trade
agreements can play an important role in the realisation of a country’s development
strategy, small states face a suite of competing demands and policy issues deserving of
attention (education, health, infrastructure, agriculture, legal reform, etc.), and many of
these are considered to be a more critical focus for educated talent and government
resources than trade policy. Given the scarcity of resources, it may be prudent for many
small states to focus on influencing those international trade negotiations and those
 specific aspects of trade rules that are likely to yield the most gains. This in turn speaks
to the need for clarity on the specific role that trade should play in each country’s develop-
ment strategy and putting in place a robust negotiating strategy to achieve these aims. 

Closer scrutiny of the data according to where respondents work reveals significant
variation as to the changes they feel would have the most impact (Table 7). Perhaps
unsurprisingly, government officials place greatest emphasis on the level of priority given
to trade by government. The private sector wishes to see its priorities driving trade nego-
tiations to a greater extent. Civil society representatives place greatest emphasis on
strengthening links between development plans and trade. While all give a low ranking
to increasing donor assistance, government officials are slightly more favourably disposed
to such assistance than the private sector and civil society representatives, perhaps
reflecting the fact that they are often the primary beneficiaries.

Table 7. Domestic change most enabling countries to tackle constraints – variations
between respondents: average ranking on scale of 5 (most important) to 1 (least
important)

Where respondent Greater Stronger Private Better Civil Increased
works (number of priority links sector government service donor
respondents) given to between priorities understanding reform assistance

trade by development driving of the needs on trade
government plans and negotiating of small

trade objectives economic 
actors

Government official (62) 4 3 3 2 2 2

Private sector (11) 3 2 4 2 1 1

Civil society (6) 2 5 2 4 2 1

At the end of the survey, respondents were asked an open-ended question: ‘If you could
effect any reform in your country to dramatically improve performance in trade negotia -
tions, what would it be?’. In total, 56 respondents gave answers, with most making more
than one suggestion. 
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Improving the capacity to build an effective negotiating team was clearly the most
important to respondents (43 of 56 responses aimed at this). Nearly all mentioned
human resources, with 14 specifically identifying the need for greater training of existing
staff on the details of negotiations, 11 prioritising the recruitment of additional staff with
the right skill sets (with one specifically mentioning legal expertise) and seven identify-
ing the need to address retention problems and high turnover levels, chiefly by improving
remuneration and reducing the number of appointments made for political reasons.
Improvements in policy co-ordination in government were also high on the list (identified
by 14 people), including the need for a more collaborative approach between ministries
(9); the need to consolidate trade negotiations into a single lead ministry (3); and the
need for clearer negotiating mandates for officials (2). Information and analysis were also
mentioned, with nine responses noting the need to have better information, including
on the economic realities of small states. 

During interviews, the answers of negotiators and ambassadors echoed the findings of
the survey, with more than two-thirds (25 of 36) of those asked what would most assist
small states citing at least one factor related to building an effective negotiating team. As
in the survey, the emphasis was overwhelmingly on the need for excellent human
resources. In addition, seven negotiators noted the need for improved co-ordination
between government agencies and three emphasised the need for a permanent presence
in Geneva.

The need for better harnessing of the inputs of the private sector and civil society was
emphasised by half the respondents to our survey (23 of 56). They highlighted measures
such as the need for greater collaboration with the private sector and/or civil society
(12); the need for private sector representatives on negotiating teams (2); the strength-
ening of private sector representative bodies (4); an overhaul of the political system to
increase democratic participation (2); a reduction of donor influence over trade policy
and positions in negotiations (1); and economic reforms to reduce vulnerability to trade
policy changes and improve supply-side competitiveness (5). This latter factor was also
emphasised by interviewees (particularly officials based in capitals), who highlighted the
need to address underlying weaknesses in the economy; they argued that unless supply-
side constraints are overcome, small states will be unable to make use of any benefits
they gain in the negotiating room (12).

Strategies to better leverage limited bargaining power were mentioned by only five
respondents, who highlighted the need to consolidate coalitions (3); to develop alterna-
tive proposals to those proposed by powerful countries (1); and to better understand the
politics of negotiations (1). 

A very strongly voiced view in both the survey and interviews was that small states
need more clearly to identify their trade needs and strengthen their trade and develop-
ment policy (11 survey respondents). The interviewees spoke of the need for ‘clearly
articulated national interests’ and ‘knowing what you want’ in the negotiating room
(this was strongly emphasised by 14 of the 36 respondents). Many interviewees attrib-
uted the absence of clear direction in trade policy to weaknesses in the human resource
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base, which make it hard to analyse the economic and development needs of their coun-
tries and relate these to negotiations. Closely linked to this point, eight of the 36 nego-
tiators raised the need for a clearer negotiating strategy. These tended to be ambassadors,
who are naturally more preoccupied with the wider politics of negotiations.

The case studies provide further insights into key constraints, as well as mechanisms
for tackling them. The factor that stands out clearly from the case studies is the impor-
tance of political leadership, which is in turn often galvanised by high levels of pressure
from interest groups and a high level of demand for performance in trade negotiations.

In Benin, where resources are few and government institutions very weak, there was
substantial pressure from farmers to address the crisis in the cotton sector and for strong
leadership from key individuals. In Papua New Guinea, strong lobbying from the tuna
sector drove the country’s position in EPA trade negotiations. In Mauritius, a very strong
 private sector lobby with long-term interests in the development of the country has led
the government to give sustained high priority to negotiations. In Barbados, there has
been a combination of significant government leadership and some lobbying from
 private sector groups. In the latter two cases, the demand for performance in trade nego-
tiations has been sustained over time, particularly in Mauritius, spurring the creation of
a very strong negotiating team and efficient government institutions. 

Whether private sector pressures have always been in the broad ‘national’ interest is
debatable, as the case studies show significant inequalities in terms of the groups that
have influence over trade policy. Nonetheless, they suggest that where governments
have taken a relatively high level of initiative and influenced trade negotiations, they
have been  propelled by strong interest groups.

The case study of Ghana reinforces the survey finding regarding the tentative useful-
ness of many donor initiatives to build trade negotiating capacity. Although Ghana has
been the recipient of many donor projects on trade negotiations, these have not been
successful at delivering long-term improvements or enduring change (Box 22). The case
study suggests that donor initiatives have tackled symptoms, not causes. An element that
has been conspicuously absent in Ghana is sustained domestic demand for improved out-
comes on trade negotiations. Political leadership on trade has been poor. Even where
specific ministers have initiated significant changes, these have never been championed
by the highest levels of government. These findings suggest not only the need to recon-
sider how to deliver more effective donor assistance, but also how this can be done in
ways that minimise bias and undue donor influence on trade policy formulation.
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Box 22 Tackling symptoms, not causes? Ghana

Ghana has benefited from numerous assistance projects in the area of trade negotiations,
yet its performance in negotiations remains weak and few projects appear to have had
a lasting impact. 

In the area of government institutions, initiatives have included numerous trainings of
officials in trade policy, including by the ITC and the WTO. Financial support has been
provided to boost participation in trade negotiations. Several long-term technical
advisers have been provided to the Ministry of Trade under a series of initiatives by
the UK Department for International Development (DFID) and the ODI to improve
technical analysis and preparation for negotiations. An overhaul of the information
and statistical databases, funded largely by USAID, aimed to improve the information
base. Many donors have funded impact studies, including European Commission
financing of EPA assessments. The Joint Integrated Technical Assistance Programme, 
a joint initiative of the ITC, UNCTAD and the WTO, has also provided support for
improved inter-ministerial co-ordination. 

In terms of the wider political economy, a multi-donor project supported the
formulation of a trade policy and implementation strategy over a three-year period,
with a relatively high level of consultation. The policy and strategy were discussed and
approved by the Ghanaian Cabinet. Trade has also been reflected to a greater extent
in Ghana’s poverty reduction strategy paper (PRSP). In addition, donor support has
been provided to strengthen private sector organisations, particularly those oriented
to export promotion, to improve their input on negotiations. Similarly, many
international NGOs have funded local CSOs to strengthen advocacy on trade. 

While several of these initiatives were commended for improving trade policy
formulation and negotiation in the short term, there has been little sustained
improvement in trade negotiation capacity. Many of the pivotal activities established
by donor initiatives have not been sustained, as it was hoped that allocation of
financial and human resources for trade policy processes would come from the
national budget or through other donor support. Government support for such
activities has been on a downward trend in the past five years at a crucial time during
preparations for the EPAs. 

Moreover, some donor initiatives were heavily criticised for having distorted the
process of domestic trade policy-making and enabling donor governments and their
agencies to exert undue influence on trade policy. Of particular concern is the
propriety of the UK government’s financial support for ‘embedding’ long-term
consultants in the Ghanaian Trade Ministry, when the UK government is simultaneously
sitting on the other side of the negotiating table in EPA and WTO negotiations. 

Source: Interviews for Ghana case study, August 2008 (see Annex 4).

MANOEUVRING AT THE MARGINS 73



Recommendations

The challenge for small states is to identify the underlying constraints which, if tackled,
could enable sustained improvement in negotiations. As many of the constraints are
inter-related, this is a complex task. However, the findings outlined in this study provide
some clear recommendations: 

• Political leadership: A theme underlying many of the findings of this research is the
importance of having a high level of leadership from the executive on trade. Such
leadership galvanises the government machinery into action. When the executive is
highly engaged, demands are made on trade officials and institutions to perform, and
greater human and financial resources are allocated to trade. Political leadership is
particularly important for small states, as it helps offset the power asymmetries they
inevitably face in trade negotiations, especially when negotiating with countries that
are also donors. As leaders are most likely to effectively engage in trade policy when
demands are made on them from their constituents, this speaks to the need to
strengthen representative organisations from the private sector and civil society.

• Human resources and institutional design: Small states need to develop a strong
negotiating team with a high level of competence and experience, to attract and
retain technical experts with excellent diplomatic skills and a tenacious attitude, and
to provide them with a working environment in which they can excel. The study
highlights the fact that for this to happen there is a need to move away from an exclu-
sive focus on the technical training of individuals and to address the disruptive insti-
tutional incentives that many negotiators face. This would improve performance and
retention rates, as well as accountability to national trade ministers, parliaments and
policy goals.

• Clearly identified trade interests: Few small states clearly and consistently identify
their interests in trade negotiations. Where states have done so, this often reflects the
presence of strong private sector interest groups. This poses a dilemma for the poorer
small states with weak private sectors, as even if government is open to consultation
it receives little input. One option is for states to strengthen private sector organisa-
tions to better articulate trade policy positions. However, this needs to be comple-
mented by government taking the initiative in determining policy direction. This in
turn requires strong human resources and policy analysis that is rooted in local eco-
nomic realities and is  relevant to ongoing negotiations. As this study shows, the infor-
mation and analysis provided by donor organisations is often inappropriate. Local
academic and policy institutes could be greatly strengthened to provide autonomous
and relevant policy advice. 

• Specific negotiating strategy: Once human resource constraints are tackled and
negotiating interests clearly defined, small states need to be more proactive in negotia -
tions and to invest in negotiating strategy. While technical skills are clearly extremely
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important, the effectiveness of efforts by technical officials from small states to
influence the detail of texts is higher when complemented by efforts to also increase
their bargaining power. In particular, the study highlights an array of tactics that can
be used to increase political weight and leverage, including investing in alliances
with like-minded countries, forming coalitions and engaging negotiating partners at
a high political level prior to and, as appropriate, during technical negotiations.

By acting in concert, small states are able to pool technical capacity, mitigating
the challenges posed by human resource constraints. Their individual negotiating
strength is augmented by increasing their numbers and market size through collec-
tive action. The regional coalitions that have been effective in the negotiating room
are those with a long history of integration, a high level of trust and a high level of
communication between the members. A number of small states have an explicit
strategy of leading groups and coalitions to exert influence in negotiations. 

Further, engaging powerful states at the most senior political level prior to nego-
tiations is important, as is seeking allies within powerful states, as this helps to break
down their negotiating positions and makes compromise more likely. A close rela-
tionship between the head of state and the trade officials within small states can also
be of significant importance for strengthening their negotiating position when
 subjected to threat.

To augment negotiating power, this study also emphasises the importance of
political strategies that make strategic use of principles, norms and ideas to reframe
issues to their advantage both inside and outside the negotiating room.

This report did not set out to evaluate the initiatives of international donors in support-
ing small states. However, the research does provide some insights that suggest that
donor initiatives are not fulfilling their aims. Representatives of small states note that
initiatives are tackling symptoms rather than underlying causes, for instance by provid-
ing research and consultancy assistance rather than helping small states improve their
human resource base. Furthermore, there are clear concerns of bias in the provision of
assistance, particularly when donors and small states sit on opposite sides of the table in
trade negotiations. In addition, in some countries donors are considered to be the actors
with greatest influence over trade policy, crowding out the interests of local constituencies.
The study highlights a number of areas where external actors might refocus their efforts:

• Government institutions: Small states continue to face severe constraints in fielding
a strong team of negotiators. External donors are well placed to provide financial and
technical support to aid governments in reforming their institutions to improve work-
ing conditions and organisational efficacy. However, the report also highlights the
way in which direct support to trade ministries is inevitably compromising. For this
reason, such support could be channelled through independent third parties that have
no direct stake in the outcome of trade negotiations, such as the Commonwealth
Secretariat, UNCTAD and regional development banks. To be effective, support needs
to be long term and predictable, and provide governments with a high degree of 
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autonomy to hire and retain experts of their choosing on a long-term basis. This
would avoid the creation of disruptive incentives and strengthen accountability. 

• Private sector: Given the weakness of private sector organisations in many small states,
donors could play a greater role in strengthening their capacity to identify their trade
interests and lobby government. However, the study also highlights the need to avoid
biases in such assistance that risk strengthening some economic sectors above others.

• Academic institutions, NGOs and think-tanks: In many small states there is a paucity
of independent scrutiny and advice to policy-makers, and a perception that donors
unduly influence trade policy (particularly where private sector organisations are weak).
To strengthen the autonomy and independence of trade policy-making, donors could
play an important role in strengthening academic and research institutions, as well as
NGOs, so small states have a stronger information base from which to negotiate.

• International coalitions and organisations: The study highlights the importance to
small states of coalition building and information sharing. A series of intergovern-
mental collaborations, initiatives and organisations, particularly at the regional level,
have been established to facilitate these linkages. However, as they often depend on
funds from developing countries, they are often resource constrained. External donors
could assist by strengthening such organisations through long-term financial assis-
tance. Once again, to ensure that accountability is primarily to national governments,
it is important that such support is channelled through independent third parties or
otherwise removed from undue political meddling. 

A final critical reflection concerns the need for developed country donors to take
 seriously the need to reduce the perception of threat under which many small state nego-
tiators operate, whether this is related to aid or trade. In many cases, bilateral develop-
ment donors present their assistance to the smallest and poorest states as a matter of co-
 operation for development, whereas their counterparts in trade ministries engage in
commercial, reciprocal bargaining processes with the same countries that demonstrate
far less sensitivity to the unequal power of the negotiating parties. 

While power asymmetries inevitably exist, bilateral donors should take measures
within their own governments to insulate small states from threats related to the with-
drawal of trade preferences or other potential sanctions, and to ensure that trade nego-
tiations are sensitive to the broader development priorities of small states. To reduce the
threat of trade sanctions, donor countries could ensure that all trade preferences they
grant are long term and bound, with an effective enforcement mechanism, and do not
have policy conditionalities attached. Similarly, to reduce concerns about bias in assis-
tance they should channel their support for trade capacity building initiatives through
independent third parties and ensure it is disbursed in ways that provide small states with
a high level of autonomy and discretion as to its use. Such initiatives would help address
the fear among small state negotiators that such factors will be used to unduly influence
their positions during trade negotiations.
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150 Question 8, Annex 2. This was a means of orienting respondents to constraints that can be tackled, rather

than structural constraints which arise from their smallness per se. Respondents were given options that were
identified in the donor literature (quality and quantity of human resources, efficacy of government institu-
tions, quality of available information, and consultation with the private sector and civil society). These were
supplemented with other factors that are identified in the scholarly literature and were identified in an initial
focus group discussion with small state negotiators in Geneva (political leadership, negotiating strategy, build-
ing coalitions).

151 Question 28, Annex 2.
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