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Executive summary
Introduction
GHK, in collaboration with Copernicus International Consulting, was commissioned by DG TRADE of
the European Commission to undertake an evaluation of the Commission‘s Market Access Database
(MADB). The purpose of the evaluation was to assess the contribution of the MADB towards achieving
its main goals (effectiveness); to consider the financial and human resources committed to its
operation (efficiency); and to provide recommendations for future orientations and eventual
improvements of the service. DG TRADE has already received feedback that the MADB in general
was a useful tool for stakeholders, but wanted to learn about how to further improve the service; about
the utility and reliability of each of the core sections of the MADB; about possibilities to make it more
user-friendly; and about ways to reach a broader audience as the level of use was considered to be
rather low.
The evaluation has combined an ―inward‖ and ―outward‖-looking approach, by reviewing the content
and design of the MADB as well as its external context. In doing so, the evaluation has reached out to
a wide circle of users, administrators and data suppliers of the MADB; has assessed the awareness of
the MADB and how it is promoted; and has identified and assessed a range of competitor websites.
The work ran from February to October 2011 and has employed a range of research methods: a
review of key documents; an analysis of the MADB‘s design and technical solutions used by an IT
expert; web research on the MADB and amongst competitor websites; a data verification exercise
involving trade experts from Copernicus; ―mystery shopping‖ amongst trade promotion agencies in
various Member States; an online user survey; interviews with users, managers and data providers of
the MADB; and an observation of user behaviour. This report presents the overall findings for the
study, as well as final conclusions and recommendations.
Targeting of the service
The Market Access Database has a dual purpose: it addresses (i) exporters by giving the practical
information on export conditions in third markets; but also (ii) policy actors by providing the tools
needed to monitor the local context in which EU trade is operating and the observation of trade
agreements by third countries. Four major target groups can therefore be outlined: companies
exporting (or wishing to export) goods to third countries including producers, traders, shippers and
freight forwarders; private or public sector trade advisors who assist them; public authorities at EU,
Member State and regional level; and, business representations including chambers of commerce and
horizontal or sectoral business associations. There is broad consensus amongst stakeholders that
these user groups should remain the target groups for the MADB.
Figure i Basic functions of the MADB and stakeholder groups targeted

1st function: Export support tool

Exporters
(of goods)
• Producers
• Traders
• Logistical service
providers
• Freight
forwarders

Trade advisors

• Public trade
promotion
agencies
• Private export
consultancies
• (Business
representations)

2nd function: Monitoring tool

Public authorities
• EU institutions
• National
governments
• Agencies,
customs offices
• Regional
authorities

Business
associations
• Chambers of
commerce
• Sector
representations

Source: GHK
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The different sections of the MADB are not equally relevant to all target groups. The Applied Tariffs
Database (ATD) and the Exporter‘s Guide to Import Formalities (EGIF) are the most important
sections for exporters and trade advisors. Being unique, comprehensive and reliable sources of
important trade-related information, they are also considered to be the most useful sections of the
MADB. The Trade Barriers Database (TBD) and the Statistical Database (SD) are, by contrast,
targeted in first line at the needs of policy actors. The Sanitary and Phytosanitary Export Database
(SPS) addresses companies exporting or shipping animal and plant products including packaging
material.
The MADB is well targeted to address the needs of the four stakeholder groups identified. It supplies
reliable, comprehensive and up-to-date information on tariffs and import formalities to exporters and
trade advisors - which can not be found in the same quality and depth through other, freely available
services. Public authorities and business representations became target groups for the MADB at a
later stage, when a second function was adopted, namely a policy-monitoring tool. These users need
information that will allow them to monitor trade conditions in third countries, trade barriers, and to
follow up on the implementation of free-trade or preferential agreements.
Level and patterns of usage
In 2010 the average number of ―daily unique visitors‖ (DUV) - distinct IP addresses that are often used
by more than one person working in the same organisation - was 1,704 on weekdays, with a total of
26,018 unique visitors using the service in that year. The MADB received a total of 494,637 daily visits
from users in 2010, which corresponds to an average of 19 visits per day from one IP address. These
figures exclude users from the European Commission. Usage seems to be stable over time; only a
slightly increasing trend can be observed.
It is evident from the analysis of web traffic data that the intensity of visits differs greatly amongst
MADB users: a limited number of ―power users‖ (often several persons from the same IP address) are
visiting the site almost daily, a middle range accesses the MADB about once a month and a wide
range of users visit it only occasionally. Also, a wide gap was identified in the level of uptake of the
MADB by target groups in different Member States. The number of users, compared with the number
of registered enterprises varies considerably, from 10 per hundred thousand in Italy to 1,373 in
Luxembourg. Actors from the large southern Member States (including France) are less likely to use
the MADB than their counterparts in Central Europe (except the Czech Republic), in the Nordic
countries and Ireland.
The breakdown of visitors, estimated via the online
survey of 202 respondents, shows that exporters,
the most important target group for the MADB, are
the largest group of users (at least 56). Most
exporters are non-food manufacturers (61%),
followed by companies active in transportation or
trade, and 13% in agriculture or in the food and
beverages industry. Almost half (44%) of the
companies using the MADB are large enterprises,
whereas micro-enterprises are strongly
underrepresented with a proportion of only 20%,
whilst their share in the total (non-financial)
economy is 92%.
Trade advisors supporting exporters represent an
additional 12% of users: this means that around
two-thirds (69%) of the users belong to the prime
target groups. Public authorities account for 11%
and business representations for 18%, constituting
the second-largest category. Around 14% of survey
respondents consider themselves inexperienced or
very inexperienced users of the MADB.

Figure ii Typology of MADB users (based on
user survey)

Business
rep
18

Other
1

Authorities
10

EU
1

Exporters
56

Public
adv Private
adv
3
9
Source: GHK

Responses to the online survey revealed that ATD and EGIF are the most popular sections (used by
92% and 88% of users, respectively). They are followed by the TBD (73%) and the statistical database
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(62%), whilst only about half of MADB visitors reported using the Complaint Register (47%) as well as
the SPS (52%), although even these figures are remarkably high given that they are addressed at a
such a limited audience: those encountering a trade problem that the EU can possibly resolve and
those exporting foods, other animal or plant products or using such packaging material.
Web traffic data shows that the differences between
the sections are larger: the ATD is by far the most
frequented section, used on average in 65% of
visits to the MADB. The EGIF section comes
second with 23%. Use of the TBD section, the
Statistical database and the SPS database is much
more limited - they are only used in 8% of the visits
to the MADB. The Complaint Register is used in
less than 1% of visits. This reflects different
frequencies of visiting the individual sections: the
ATD is visited about 13.5 days a year by the
average user, and the EGIF database around 5.1
times per year.
The remaining ―core sections‖ are visited only about
two or three times a year (the Complaint Register
less than once every two years).
Relevance and quality of the service

Figure iii Sections visited during MADB
sessions, 2010 (%)*
0

50

Applied Tariffs db

65

EGIF
Statistical db
Complaint Register

100

23
8
1

Trade Barriers db

8

SPS Export db

8

* Figures add up to more than 100 % due to
sessions where more sections were visited
Source: GHK

Stakeholders generally share the view that the
MADB is a well-performing, useful tool. The general opinion of users is that the MADB combines
information on tariffs, import processes and formalities, as well as trade statistics in an integrated way
that makes it unique amongst similar services. However, there are considerable variations in views of
the different sections.
Results of the online survey demonstrate that the
two most frequently used sections, the ATD and the
EGIF, are seen as the most useful sections of the
MADB (84% of users find the ATD ―very‖ or ―rather
useful‖; the corresponding figure for the EGIF was
75%). For both sections, business representations
are the most satisfied, followed by exporters.

Figure iv Users’ views on the usefulness of the
core MADB sections (%)
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The two databases are considered to be unique
Statistical db
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31
30
16 7
services in their class: comprehensive databases
Complaint Register
15
18
39
16 13
covering all product groups and almost all export
destinations, making the MADB an efficient ―oneTrade Barriers db
33
29
22
9 8
stop shop‖. They are amongst the most reliable SPS Export db
28
26
26
9 10
accurate and reasonably up-to-date - sources that
are available free of charge, reaching down to the
very useful
rather useful
neutral
product-level with the appropriate level of detail.
Alternative ways of collecting the same information
not so useful
not useful at all
would involve time-consuming searches through
many websites and offline sources. In an
Source: GHK
experimental research exercise, obtaining
information on tariffs and import formalities not using the MADB took the study team several hours,
compared with only a few minutes via the MADB. Also, information from alternative sources is often
less reliable. Users are satisfied with the level of detail offered, although they were divided on what
level of detail they need in terms of the information contained in the EGIF: exporters who normally
trade under Incoterms rules with less responsibility put on the seller do not need much detail but
others will need more; whereas novice users may ask for some explanation on the requirements for
import formalities and their rationale.
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The TBD is seen as a useful source of information by 62% of users, although it adds value mostly for
only a subgroup of users - predominantly public authorities and business associations preparing policy
analyses of market developments, supporting their communication or lobbying activities or trade
negotiations. The TBD has two main weaknesses: firstly, not all significant trade barriers are included
in the database from the countries it covers; secondly, the trade barrier fiches - especially those that
are not ―key barriers‖ are only infrequently updated (the average number of days elapsed since the
last update was 316 days for key barriers and 833 for non-key barriers, with some barriers not being
reviewed for 3-7 years). Consequently, confidence in the reliability of information on trade barriers has
deteriorated, as evidenced through interviews with MADB users.
The SD and the SPS are considered useful by about half of the users (although the opinion of
companies working in agriculture or the food industry, its prime target group, was much more positive
about the latter). The statistics section is broadly regarded as useful by public authorities, and less so
by exporting companies, whilst the reverse is the case for the SPS section. The SPS is viewed
positively by users from its relevant target group, but there are concerns about it being incomplete and
not fully up-to-date (on average, 440 days have elapsed since the last update of the fiches, as of midJuly 2011). Overall, the SPS is not seen as an indispensible section of the MADB because other, more
complete information sources are available.
Only 33% of users regard the Complaint Register (CR) as useful. This section was designed to be a
mechanism for interactive communication between businesses and the Commission. However, the CR
does not seem to work in practice. Experience shows that very few stakeholders are actually willing to
contribute, as disclosing information on trade problems could also be valuable for their direct
competitors. In addition, this mechanism - DG TRADE itself - is generally unable to offer quick solution
to the problems; complaints tend to be processed slowly and many of the submitted complaints are
either irrelevant or not well substantiated. Between its launch in December 2007 and May 2011, only
14 new trade barriers were registered through this tool. This corresponds to only 4 registered
complaints per year.
The general view of stakeholders is that the ATD and EGIF sections are one of the most reliable
Internet-based tools. Some 65% of users had never encountered any inaccurate, outdated or
incomplete information. Any discrepancies between the data and on-the-ground reality are usually
owing to the time span needed to refresh information on the MADB or to the fact that customs
authorities are not applying the regulations correctly. Field research to validate the accuracy and
timeliness of information on a sample of data (242 pieces of information) from the ATD and EGIF
sections confirmed the favourable views. Minor discrepancies were found in only 9% of cases: mostly
very recent changes that also appeared on the MADB after the next update; insignificant changes of
import documents; cases where some further information of relevance was available but not
mentioned in the MADB.
The reliability of information in other sections is lower: information in the TBD and SPS is often out of
date, owing to infrequent updates. An additional problem is that the collaboration between the
Commission, Member States and businesses in terms of providing constant feedback on the accuracy
of the information, especially on trade barriers, does not seem to be working well: 72% of the users do
not report inaccurate data. Again, a lack of motivation of users to improve data that would help their
competitors has a major role to play here.
In summary, the evaluation has found that the performance of the MADB with regard to its first
function, providing basic information of interest to EU exporters, is excellent; the second function
(listing all the trade barriers affecting EU exports) is less well implemented; and the approach taken to
fulfil the third function (making available an interactive means of communication between business
and the EU authorities) was not successful.
Suggestions made by users on how to complement and improve the service include:

▪
▪
▪
▪

providing ―early warning‖ information on upcoming changes in regulations;
including more links to external databases on trade barriers, applied tariffs, and on countries not
yet covered by the MADB;
removing restrictions on the quota for queries for each IP;
adding more links to relevant contact points at EU, Member State and regional level (incl. trade
promotion agencies);
vii
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▪
▪
▪

providing information on security-related trade issues (barriers, certifications);
offering additional information regarding specific regulations which permit the use of a specific tariff
code in place of another;
giving more information on investment barriers and financial regulations/requirements.

User-friendliness of the service
User feedback regarding the user-friendliness of the
MADB is positive: 71% of respondents find the MADB
as a whole rather or very convenient to use. The ATD
(76% of respondents) and the EGIF (72%) receive
particularly favourable views, whilst the CR and SD
were considered to be less user-friendly. Suggestions
on how to make the MADB more convenient to use
include:

▪
▪
▪
▪
▪
▪
▪

Figure v User-friendliness of the MADB
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Source: GHK
creating a ―printer friendly‖ alternative (preferably
PDF format) for documents in the EGIF section;
providing more explanation for novice users, e.g. in how to identify the correct HS code;
making the database available in multiple European languages.

Furthermore, an observation of experienced users pointed to: technical problems with the keyword
search tool; to a lack of awareness of the availability of information on internal taxes in the ATD, which
appear on a clickable subpage, as well as of the possibilities for easy switching between different
sections; and, to a need a more elaborated guidance for users eventually in the form of a ―roadmap‖.
A technical review of the website also recommended certain refinements in the web design and
navigation, including the use of tabs, icons, colours, and a simpler and more consistent use of
controls. Additional suggestions included the revision of search functionalities; Search Engine
Optimisation; and the use of new technologies for logging user behaviour.
Alternative and competitor services
More than half (57%) of MADB users report also
using other online databases or web services: mostly
those that are free of charge. This proportion is
significantly lower amongst small and microenterprises, however. The most frequently used
services at the international include: the TARIC
database; various WTO databases; UNCTAD
statistics; the WCO site; and a range of fee-based
services such as UNITC Market Access Map,
Customs Info, GTIS and Euromonitor International.

Figure vi Use of other similar online
databases or websites
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The MADB is, in comparison with other sites used by its target group, relatively user-friendly, more upto-date and more comprehensive as regards to tariffs and import formalities (ATD and EGIF sections).
However, certain competitor websites have more complete trade barriers and SPS measures
databases, and some of them offer information in more than one language. Also, most of the
alternative databases offer multi-search facilities that can save time if data for more products and/or
countries is sought after; some also offer downloading of information in other formats.
Promotion and public awareness
The main concern of key stakeholders is the limited awareness and take-up of the MADB by target
groups, especially among exporting companies. The number of companies visiting the MADB is much
lower than the overall number of European exporters; information on the existence and value of the
MADB tends not to reach them - while DG TRADE employs various tools to promote the service,
primarily amongst information intermediaries; authorities and organisations on the ground do not seem
to be very active in advertising the MADB. Only 251 web pages link to the MADB, and—within the
framework of a ―mystery shopping‖ exercise—only two out of 14 trade promotion agencies or business
representations recommended using it. Furthermore, finding the MADB through a Google search is
very difficult if one does not know its full name, using common trade-related search terms: a link to the
MADB appears only very infrequently amongst the first 50 query results. Search Engine Optimisation
such as multi-lingual meta tags and encouraging ministries, public agencies and chambers of
commerce across the EU to put links to the MADB on their websites should help to lead more
prospective users to the site.
Added value and worth of the service
The main added value for individual exporters and trade advisors of using the MADB is the saving of
time and resources: 40% of respondents fully agreed and another 26% partially agreed with this
notion. Amongst the other potential benefits listed, the MADB seems to help in entering new markets
outside the EU; but it is slightly less beneficial in identifying markets to target and those better NOT to
target. However, the MADB is not likely to be sufficient for companies without any experience in
exporting to third countries. Reportedly, exporters normally use the MADB not as the first source of
information but as a reliable validation tool - to verify that they have obtained correct information from
their importer, business partner, or advisor. Trade advisors, on average, can make greater use of the
MADB, mainly because they are more expert users and work with a far greater range of countries and
products than individual companies: thus they can value the benefits that this ―one-stop shop‖ can give
them.
The added value for public authorities mainly concerns the help in market access they can give to
individual exporters through the MADB, but also the help in elaborating their market access policy.
Business representations have similar views: the MADB helps them better informing their members,
and also equipping them in the policy dialogue they lead on behalf their members.
It is estimated that the time savings achieved through using the MADB amount, for exporters and
trade advisors only, to at least 20,833 working days, corresponding to a monetary value of at least
€3.75 million per year. This reflects average savings of about 20 minutes for one piece of information
(an estimate obtained through an experimental search exercise).
This estimate does not reflect the monetised benefit of the superior quality of the information
accessed. It can be assumed that this may account for several millions of euros, considering gains
from finding better tariff rates, improving contractual terms, or avoiding the blocking of consignments.
Identifying cases where MADB was instrumental in boosting or supporting export business of
individual companies is difficult, given that the MADB is normally not the only factor behind a success
story in exports. However, one in concrete case reported, it was discovered via the MADB that two
sets of tax codes applied to the same set of products. Using the lower rates led to savings for the
company in question.
Administration of the service
The arrangements for the day-to-day management of the MADB are adequate. However, the
swiftness of uploading data to ATD and EGIF sections and especially feedback to complainants could
be increased to a small degree.
ix
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The resources spent on the MADB are more than justified by the monetised benefits users can derive
from it. Altogether, the service involves costs of around €200,000 per year for human resources at the
European Commission (4.25 FTE), and around €1.5 million for data provision (from two external
contractors). This corresponds at current usage levels to a conservatively estimated per unit cost of
€2.8 per query, which seems reasonable for this kind of service (and is lower than the price for a
single query on MendelOnline, the most comparable alternative service, which is €5 or €10, depending
on the module). If DG TRADE succeeds in raising the level of awareness and actual use of the MADB,
per unit costs can significantly decrease in the future.
One problem identified concerns the near-monopoly in data provision: only two contractors supply
data to the ATD and EGIF sections, with one of them accounting for 93% of contract value. As from
2006, only two offers have been submitted for each of the tenders on data supply, owing to the
necessary specialism and critical mass for supplying the service required. DG TRADE has made
efforts to open up the market by breaking down tenders to very small lots (by individual customs
areas), but very few economic operators in Europe can supply quality data, and even fewer for whom
this would be financially viable.
However, limited competition has not yet had an adverse impact on the costs or quality. Unit prices
(i.e. prices per country covered) have remained stable, in fact slightly decreasing in the past four
years; and bid prices received were reliably 10-20% less than the allocated budget. These prices are
reasonable when compared with the services received by the Export Helpdesk for developing
countries. In addition, the quality of the information has been maintained, and in places has improved
in recent years.
Recommendations
Our recommendations, grouped under the evaluation themes specified in the Terms of Reference, are
given in the green box below. Further detail is given in Section 9.
Functionality

Recommendation 1: The coverage of the TBD and SPS sections should be extended by
capitalising on pre-existing information available to stakeholders.
Recommendation 2: The structure and presentation of the information contained in the EGIF
section should be improved.
Recommendation 3: Feedback mechanisms and the timeliness of information in the MADB
need to be improved.
Reliability

Recommendation 4: The frequency of updating the MADB should be increased; signposting to
users and the reporting of errors should be facilitated.
Completeness

Recommendation 5: Complement the data content with additional information or by adding links
leading users to external websites with additional information of relevance.
User-friendliness

Recommendation 6: Enhance the user-friendliness of the database primarily by simplifying and
strengthening the consistency of design and controls, allowing multiple searches and the
storing and printing of results.
Recommendation 7: Consider creating hybrid versions of the ATD and possibly the EGIF
sections in multiple European languages with the translation of basic information such as
controls, search options and HS-codes (which should be available), but not the translation of
the actual information contained in the individual sections.
Awareness and familiarity

Recommendation 8: Consider renaming the database and update related communication
messages. Reinforce advertising and communication activities targeting primarily information
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intermediaries in the Member States (public-sector actors and business representations).
Recommendation 9: Improve the visibility of the MADB through search engine optimisation
(SEO) involving title tags, XML site maps, multi-lingual meta tags, the use of W3C Compliant
Code and simpler URLs.
Effectiveness

Recommendation 10: Monitoring of user behaviour should be reinforced, whilst maintaining the
current system of measuring usage for data comparability.
Administration of the service

Recommendation 11: There should be a reduction in the time taken to verify data supplied by
external contractors before uploading, and a reduction in the time taken to provide feedback to
users on questions or complaints.

xi

Evaluation of the Commission's Market Access Database

1

Introduction

1.1

Purpose of the Report
This is the final report of the Evaluation of the Commission’s Market Access Database,
undertaken by GHK in collaboration with Copernicus International Consulting, on behalf of
Directorate-General for Trade (DG TRADE). The work was carried out between February
and October 2011, under the guidance of a Steering Group chaired by DG TRADE and
including a representative from DG Taxation and Customs Union (DG TAXUD).
The report presents an in-depth analysis of the functioning of the Market Access Database
(MADB) and its context, building evidence collected during the assignment, and formulates
conclusions and recommendations for future improvements of the service.

1.2

Objectives and scope of the assignment
The main purpose of the evaluation was (i) to assess the contribution of the MADB towards
achieving the goals of the EU‘s Market Access Strategy and the overall results of the MADB,
including consideration of special cases or needs, such as those of SMEs and new Member
States (effectiveness); (ii) to consider the financial and human resources committed to its
operation (efficiency), and (iii) to provide recommendations for future orientations and
eventual improvements of the service, with practical suggestions about how such changes
1
might be implemented.
The key inquiries were connected to a set of specific evaluation topics and questions which
gave the structure of the conclusions and recommendations section of this report
(Section 8). The seven evaluation topics were:

▪
▪
▪
▪
▪
▪
▪
▪

Functionality: the extent to which the MADB fulfils its functions, notably with regard to the
quality, depth and detail of the information provided
Reliability: the level of accuracy and timeliness of the information contained in the
database, as well as the adequacy of steps taken by DG TRADE to ensure reliability
Completeness: an assessment whether the MADB needs to be complemented with
additional information, and which alternative sources are available for users
Usefulness: the overall usefulness of the information provided in the MADB in relation to
the needs of the target groups
User-friendliness: the extent to which the MADB is comprehensible and easy to use in
terms of content and format
Awareness and familiarity: the level of target groups‘ awareness of the MADB and an
analysis of the ways they find the MADB
Effectiveness: assessment of the ultimate outcomes for target groups resulting from
using the MADB
Administration of the service: review of processes and resources involved with a focus
on operational efficiency

The evaluation thus covers both the MADB and its management and administration
processes; and, the key features of the context in which it operates:
i)
MADB has specific information content and a specific design. The content can be
complete or incomplete, reliable or less reliable; the design can by user-friendly or
onerous to use. The database is operated by DG TRADE. The procedures could
possibly be refined in order to populate the database with better quality information.
ii)
The context includes first and foremost the actual needs of current and prospective
MADB users, their specific interests and how they want to use the information contained
in the database. But it also includes competitor and complementary services that operate
alongside MADB.

1

The last evaluation of the MADB was prepared in 2006 by Cromwell & Moring.
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These two dimensions are intertwined, and some of the specific evaluation topics and
questions relate to both of them. Addressing them therefore required both an ―inward‖ and
an ―outward‖- looking approach. The evaluation has reached out to a wide circle of users and
potential users, the administrators and data suppliers of MADB, trade advisors, and has
reviewed comparable services.

1.3

Policy background

1.3.1

The significance of external trade to the European economy
The total aggregate EU export of goods reached after a decade of steady growth €1.35
trillion in 2010, accounting to about 17% of worldwide exports. This makes the EU the
biggest trading block in the world (China comes second with a 14% share) – even though its
share has slightly decreased over the years, with developing countries living up more and
more to their external trade potential. The export of goods plays a very substantial role in the
European economy. Its value as a share of GDP, starting from a relatively low basis of only
6.9% in 2000, reached 11.0% by 2010. This is higher than the corresponding figure of the
United States, the largest economy in the world (8.9%), but is still lower than that of Japan
(13.4%). Producers and traders in individual Member States are indeed somewhat less
reliant on trade with third countries, given the huge potentials of the internal market with over
500 million consumers and no ―hard‖ barriers to trade. Taking into account intra-EU trade,
the combined exports of Member States surpass 40% of the EU‘s GDP. But the economic
significance of extra-EU trade is growing very rapidly, considerably faster than in the US or
Japan. These trends and comparisons are illustrated in Figures 1.1 and 1.2.
Figure 1.1 EU27 export of goods to third
countries (€ billion )

Figure 1.2 Value of export of goods as share
of GDP (%)
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European companies are thus especially reliant on effective access to world markets to
thrive. They are either supplying good or services to third countries from the EU, or also
making productive investments in these countries, creating supply chains crossing country
borders, and often spanning two or more continents.
2

There were around 20 million registered companies in the EU27 in 2010. Exact figures on
the number of companies exporting are not systematically collected at EU level, but samplebased estimations suggest that a large number of them are already engaged in exporting 2

http://epp.eurostat.ec.europa.eu/statistics_explained/index.php/Business_economy_-_small_and_mediumsized_enterprises
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either to another Member State within the Internal Market, or to third countries. A study
undertaken for DG Enterprise and Industry by EIM puts the proportion of SMEs who export
(including intra-Community exports) at around 25%, on the basis of a survey of 9,480
3
SMEs. About 13% deliver goods or services to third countries. Even if these figures are
overestimations (the sample might not have been representative of all European companies
with regard to certain aspects; e.g. the smallest companies with one or zero employees
might have been underrepresented), the number of European exporters is in any case a very
substantial number.
1.3.2

Barriers to trade
Exporting companies face various obstacles entering new markets or maintaining their
presence there. Obstacles originating from import regulations and related practices of the
third countries are considered ―trade barriers‖. Some of them are justified and legally wellanchored measures in order to protect the safety and security of consumers, citizens in
general, plants and animals. Others are, however, not in line with obligations derived from
trade agreements and are discriminatory, usually serving protectionist purposes. Such
obstacles may also originate from inadequate interpretation or a lack of enforcement of
legitimate measures. Monitoring trade barriers and, if necessary, taking action is an integral
part of the EU‘s trade policy.
High tariffs used to be the major obstacle to exporters, but while the process of dismantling
tariff barriers (within the framework of multilateral and bilateral trade negotiations) is ongoing,
different non-tariff types of obstacles have emerged. These can have various forms, such as:

▪
▪
▪
▪
▪
▪
▪
▪
▪

Abusive and/or WTO-incompatible use of trade defence instruments by third countries.
Burdensome customs procedures for import, export and transit as well as unfair or
discriminatory tax rules and practices.
Technical regulations, standards and conformity assessment procedures that are not in
line with World Trade Organisation (WTO) rules on Technical Barriers to Trade (TBT
Agreement).
Misuse of sanitary and phytosanitary measures i.e. those that are not justified on health
and safety grounds within existing WTO rules.
Restrictions on access to raw materials, particularly restrictive export practices, including
export taxes, which drive up prices for products such as hides and skins, and key
mineral and metal goods, as well as dual pricing practices.
Poor protection of intellectual property rights including geographical indications and the
lack of proper implementation and enforcement.
Barriers to trade in services and foreign direct investment such as unjustified foreign
ownership caps, joint venture obligations and discriminatory treatment.
Restrictive government procurement rules and practices that prevent EU companies
from bidding effectively for public contracts in third countries.
Unfair use of state aids and other subsidies by third countries in a way that constitutes
market access barriers.

(Source: European Commission, Market Access Strategy)

Literature on trade theory and practice further groups above non-tariff barriers into ―border‖
barriers and ―behind-the-border‖ barriers. Border barriers are directed specifically at exported
goods, which include trade defence instruments and burdensome customs procedures.
Behind-the-border barriers are either regulations setting requirements on placing goods on
the market irrespective of their origin (e.g. certifications, labelling and packaging regulations),
or general conditions for investments and the operation of businesses in the given country.

3

European Commission, Internationalisation of European SMEs. Prepared by EIM, 2010. Available at:
http://ec.europa.eu/enterprise/policies/sme/marketaccess/files/internationalisation_of_european_smes_final_en.pdf
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The importance of non-tariff obstacles to exports, especially that of behind-the-border
barriers, is greater today than in the past. For individual exporters, considerable intelligence
effort is needed to identify and understand them. This requires knowledge, time and money
that smaller enterprises often do not have.
1.3.3

The Market Access Strategy of the European Union
Trade policy related to the customs union falls under the responsibility of the EU, which has
taken account of the significance of these trade obstacles, and the large number of
European exporters who might be affected.
The Commission‘s Market Access Strategy was adopted in 1996 with the principal aim to
4
improve the access of EU businesses to world markets. The strategy outlined a set of
th
instruments to achieve this goal at the multi- and bilateral levels. On 18 April 2007, the
European Commission published a communication titled ―A stronger partnership to deliver
Market Access for European exporters‖ in order to renew and to strengthen the Market
5
Access Strategy. The communication was a response to the changing nature of trade
barriers in the global economy and the need for new mechanisms and strategies to address
them.
The renewed strategy set up a specific instrument under the coordination of the
Commission: the Market Access Partnership (MAP) – establishing a new, enhanced
partnership between the European Commission, Member States and the EU businesses, in
order to complement the EU‘s efforts to remove traditional and ―emerging‖ barriers to trade
that EU businesses may encounter in international trade. The creation of the MAP aimed to
improve cooperation between businesses, Member State authorities and the Commission in
order to tackle trade barriers in third countries efficiently.
The MAP operates through three major institutional structures: (i) the Market Access
Advisory Committee (MAAC), (ii) the Working Groups based in Brussels; and (iii) the
overseas Market Access Teams. The MAP relies on an effective cooperation mechanism
and aims to exploit the local knowledge and professional expertise in order to tackle specific
problems encountered in third country markets, to identify the weaknesses in the current
system and to elaborate EU policies capable of responding to the changing global economy.
The specialised Working Groups bring together experts from industry, the Member States
and Commission services in order to evaluate barriers to market access, discuss steps
towards their removal and coordinate joint actions. The Market Access Teams, including the
working groups, are consist of Commission Delegations, Member State embassies and
European businesses operating in foreign markets with accumulated experience and
knowledge about local administrative structures and processes. These institutional structures
offer an initial review of market access problems and identify cases requiring coordinated
sector- specific action with specialists in Brussels. The relevance of local Market Access
Teams in relation to the evaluation of the MADB lies in their specific role as input providers,
predominantly concerning trade barriers, to the MADB.
The other key instrument to help European exporters is the MADB, which is the focus of this
6
evaluation.

1.4

The Market Access Database

1.4.1

Background
The original Market Access Strategy of 1996 included amongst its instruments the
establishment of a publicly available database identifying the barriers that hamper European
firms abroad and including additional useful information for market entry. The MADB was
launched in 1996 and has since been continuously expanded.

4

http://eur-lex.europa.eu/LexUriServ/LexUriServ.do?uri=COM:1996:0053:FIN:EN:PDF
http://trade.ec.europa.eu/doclib/docs/2007/april/tradoc_134591.pdf
6
http://madb.europa.eu
5

15

Evaluation of the Commission's Market Access Database

The database is an Internet-based information device provided by the European
Commission in order to support EU enterprises, in particular SMEs, to improve their export
activities in third countries. The key objectives of the MADB are:

▪
▪
▪

To provide basic information of interest to EU exporters such as import duties, related
taxes and documentary import requirements applicable in export markets, and trade
statistics and studies on market access related topics,
To list all the trade barriers affecting EU exports by sector and country and to ensure
systematic follow-up of the barrier identified, and
To make available an interactive means of communication between business and the EU
authorities, allowing an exchange of information on-line.

It can be seen from the three objectives above that the MADB serves a dual purpose. Firstly,
it is a service supporting exporters who want to learn about export conditions in relation to
third country markets, or export consultancies and public trade promotion agencies that
provide one-to-one market access services to their client. Secondly, the database is also a
policy support tool for public authorities at the EU and Member State level - monitoring the
fulfilment of WTO obligations, free trade or other bilateral agreements on the ground, as well
as the impact of key developments between third countries (such as the recent customs
union between the Russian Federation, Belarus and Kazakhstan).
1.4.2

Contents of the database
The publicly accessible part of the MADB is currently (July 2011) composed of 11 main
sections, of which six are interactive, searchable data sources (these are considered in this
evaluation as the ―core‖ sections of the MADB), while five have been created for information
dissemination or other purposes. This evaluation focuses chiefly on the six ―core‖ sections,
which are outlined below.
Content of the “core” sections of the MADB
The Applied Tariffs Database (ATD) section contains information on import duties and taxes
applicable in numerous non-EU countries, allowing users to calculate a landed cost for their products
by entering its specific standard Harmonised System (HS) code. Data included in this section is
procured from external contractors.
The database covers 102 countries (as of October 2011). Having selected a country, users may
undertake searches on the basis of the HS product code or a product description (using keywords).
Results are described in percentage (%) format for each product or product category in question,
with the ―tariff regime‖ also displayed: e.g. Most Favoured Nation (MFN) status, which entitles a
country to benefit from any trading privileges or concessions extended by its trading partner to third
countries. The datasets in this section are accessible only from EU Member States and candidate
countries.
The Exporter’s Guide to Import Formalities (EGIF) includes information about the import
procedures and documents required for the import of particular products in third countries. This
section works in the same way as the previous one. Users can search the information they are
interested in by selecting in the drop-down menu the country/customs area and by entering the
relevant HS code or keywords of interest. The Guide contains, at the time of the publication of this
report, information from 100 countries. As for the ATD section, data on import formalities is
accessible only from EU Member States and candidate countries.
The Statistical Database provides an overview of trade flows between the EU and third countries for
particular products (by HS code). The datasets are presented by EU Member State and trade partner
countries/territories by year. The indicators are import and export quantity and value. Results are
displayed in thousands of euros (€ ‗000) and can be exported to Microsoft Excel format.
Data are gathered from various EC sources including the ComExt database. This database presents
7
information on 207 third countries and trade partner territories (such as the Marshall Islands and the
Virgin Islands). Its coverage is more extensive than that of the Applied Tariffs Database and the
Exporter‘s Guide to Import Formalities. Searches can be launched by year for the most recent seven

7

See http://madb.europa.eu/mkaccdb2/statistical_form.htm)
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years.
The Complaint Register section serves as a single entry point for all complaints from EU companies
or their subsidiaries about trade barriers affecting exports to, or investments in, non-EU countries.
The section offers a simple on-line registration scheme of trade barriers, a recording of trade barriers
in one place, and standardised on-line input forms. In this section users can search for a complaint,
register a complaint (if the issue has not previously been raised) and request more information about
a complaint.
Searches can be undertaken for a range of trade defence instruments also listed in the Trade
Barriers Database under 31 sectors (including service sectors) as well as for ―horizontal‖ barriers
covering general barriers more or less applicable in all sectors. As of October 2011, the Register
8
contained complaints on instruments enforced in ten partner countries . A short description of each
complaint is provided following its classification on the basis of country, sector and trade measure.
The Register also specifies whether a complaint is specifically linked to an entry in the Trade Barrier
Database.
In this context, an ―EU company‖ is defined as a company formed in accordance with the law of an
EU Member State, the registered office or principal business or administrative centre of which is
9
located in the European Community area . Complaints from businesses whose output accounts for a
significant proportion of overall EU output or service provision (as may be relevant) are also eligible
for registration. Member State authorities and diverse Commission services (including Delegations)
may also record issues that may have been brought to their attention by EU companies or their
subsidiaries as regards barriers to trade and investment. While complaints registered on this forum
are publicly accessible, the names and contact details of the companies concerned are not displayed
online.
In the Trade Barriers Database users can find information about specific trade barriers that EU
exporters are faced with in third country markets. Users can search for information of interest by
country, by sector and by trading measure. Unlike in case of the sections discussed above, the
Market Access Unit of the DG Trade undertakes the collection of information and data, analysis and
reporting in the Trade Barriers Database. The primary sources of information and evidence of trade
barriers are EU trade associations and individual enterprises and EU delegations in third countries.
The data and information are dealt with by officers within the Market Access Unit who have both
sector and country responsibilities (in the form of a competence matrix). Team members also contact
sectoral and geographical experts within DG TRADE or other DGs concerned.
The database displays not only information specific to the trade barriers in question but also an
overview of the broader policy backdrop to the initiation of these barriers. Any actions undertaken at
the EU level to tackle unfair barriers to trade are also described in brief.
At the time of the publication of this report, information on trade barriers for 55 countries was
available, from the same 31+1 sectors than the Complaint Register. In total 414 such items were
listed in the database.
The Sanitary and Phytosanitary (SPS) Export Database collects and presents information on 94
sanitary and phytosanitary barriers, as provided by the agro-food industry, Member States, EU
delegations in third countries, Commission Services and SPS notifications from WTO. SPS barrier
fiches can be retrieved as per the following parameters:
▪ By third country (for 37 countries10);
▪ By product section (for 24 major product categories);
▪ By product description (which may be targeted at any of 42 countries);
▪ By SPS measure (20 measures);
▪ By third country vs. product section (32 countries and 13 major product categories); and
▪ By third country vs. SPS measure (37 countries and 16 categories of SPS measures).
The SPS Database includes also a sub-section on resolved SPS problems. The result display format
follows that of the Trade Barriers Database, with a description of the relevant SPS barrier followed by

8

See http://madb.europa.eu/madb_barriers/complaint_select.htm; the ten countries which featured on this list
were Belarus, Canada, China, Colombia, Japan, the Russian Federation, South Africa, Turkey, Ukraine and the
USA.
9
See http://madb.europa.eu/madb_barriers/complaint_home.htm
10
See http://madb.europa.eu/madb_barriers/sps_barriers_consultation.htm?type=country
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a brief section on the policy background and actions taken to date by the Commission to deal with
the barrier.

The main purpose of the individual MADB sections as well as their coverage of trade
instruments and barriers are summarised in Table 1.1.
Table 1.1 Summary overview of the “core” sections of the MADB
Core MADB section

Purpose

Trade instrument/barrier
coverage

Applied Tariffs
Database

Provision of information on import
taxes and duties in third countries, to
enable EU exporters to calculate
landed costs for their products

Import tariffs and internal taxes

Exporter‘s Guide to
Import Formalities

Provision of information on import
procedures and documents required
for importation of specific products in
third countries (primarily those which
constitute major EU trade partners)

General information on import
procedures, standards and
labelling. Specific information on
required documents

Statistical Database

Presentation of an overview of trade
flows between EU and non-EU
countries for specific products

n/a

Complaint Register

An interactive forum for complaints by
EU companies/subsidiaries on trade
barriers facing exports to or
investment in non-EU countries
(outside the official complaints
procedure under the Trade Barriers
Regulation)

Tariffs and duties, trade defence
instruments, non-tariff barriers,
investment-related barriers, IPRrelated measures, other exportrelated measures, service-specific
measures

Trade Barriers
Database

Presentation of information on trade
barriers faced by EU exporters in third
countries based on data collected by
the DG Trade‘s Market Access Unit

Trade defence instruments, nontariff barriers, investment-related
barriers, IPR-related measures,
other export-related measures,
service-specific measures

Sanitary and
Phytosanitary (SPS)
Database

Provision of information on sanitary
and phytosanitary barriers to trade
faced by EU exporters in third
countries

Sanitary and phytosanitary
restrictions

Source: GHK

The additional five sections of the MADB do not contain interactively retrievable, searchable
information. They are static pages providing a collection of links, or basic information for
dissemination purposes. These are:

▪

Market Access Partnership webpage: a link to the Commission‘s Market Access
Partnership website (operated by DG TRADE)

▪

Trade Barriers Regulation: this page directs users to DG TRADE‘s Trade Barriers
Regulation website, where exporters can find information on the legal basis and how to
11
launch formal procedures under the EU‘s Trade Barriers Regulation. The website
contains related reports and texts, a list of cases and a section for official complaints
under the regulation (including a model complaint).

▪

Frequently Asked Questions (FAQ): with general information on the service and terms of
use.

11

Council Regulation (EC) No 3286/94 of 22 December 1994 laying down Community procedures in the field of
the common commercial policy in order to ensure the exercise of the Community's rights under international trade
rules, in particular those established under the auspices of the World Trade Organization.
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▪

Useful links including for SME: this page gathers weblinks to EU and Member State
authorities and international organisations involved in trade operations and trade
promotion.

▪

User Guide: this contains a technical guide on the MADB in PDF, which has recently
been made available in all of the EU‘s 23 official languages.

A ―Comments‖ link at the foot of the front page leads the user to a contact form which is
linked to a mailbox managed by Unit G1 in DG TRADE. This is currently the main tool for
written feedback from users. Around 700-800 queries are received each year, most of which
concern tariff information and import formalities - data related to the two most popular
sections of the MADB, the Applied Tariffs Database and the Exporter‘s Guide to Import
Formalities. Other queries concern the Trade Barriers Database, other MADB sections,
indicate technical problems, or are requests to access the ATD and EGIF sections from IP
addresses outside the EU information or to receive MADB information in specific file formats.
Since early July 2011, a featured link appears on the front page on ―Updates EU-South
Korea FTA‖. This is the first instance of a new approach for alerting users on recent
developments of high importance. The page explains the consequences of the free-trade
agreement entering into force and advises exporters to consult summaries of what is
changing in EU-South Korea trade relations under the individual MADB sections. This
responds to feedback from users asking for the introduction of summary information on key
issues.
As from 2010, the MADB contains a restricted area accessible only to stakeholders who
have obtained a unique login and password from DG TRADE. These stakeholders are
mainly officials of European institutions or Member States public authorities working on trade
12
policy and trade negotiations. The restricted area hosts the following content:

▪

▪
▪

▪

12

A searchable database of altogether 202 ―key barriers‖ to European exports into 30
countries - an extension of the searchable public trade barriers database covering the
same sectors (31 plus a horizontal sector), countries (57) and measures ( as of October
2011). The database entries are thus a subset of the 414 items of the trade barriers
database of the publicly accessible site. The classification and description of the barriers
are exactly the same, but the restricted area supplements the public content with two
sets of information: (i) an analysis/objectives section, explaining the background to the
obstacle, relevant events (e.g. WTO proceedings) and key steps taken by the EU; and
(ii) an indication - if available - of planned future actions. The section represents a new
approach launched in 2010 to focus resources on providing up-to-date information to the
relevant EU and MS authorities on the most significant trade barriers (due to the volume
concerned and/or the overall seriousness of the barrier). The countries covered are
amongst the EU‘s most important trade partners: 23 of them also feature in the top-30
list of countries by the value of EU exports going to third countries.
The detailed content of the database is also downloadable in Word format, in the form of
individual trade barrier ―fiches‖.
―Hymn sheets‖ for the 202 key barriers identified, aimed at providing support to Member
State trade negotiators or politicians touching upon trade-related issues when talking to
their counterparts from third countries. The sheets present (i) the EU‘s relevant trade
policy objectives in the specific matter; (ii) recommendations to negotiators for the
messages to convey in bilateral talks; (iii) additional background information.
A documents and report section, which stores meetings notes of the Market Access
Teams (MAT), Market Access Working Groups (MAWG), Market Access Advisory
Committee (MAAC). It contains a new subsection (since summer 2011) with information
on the recent E. coli outbreak and measures deployed in third countries, compiled by the
SPS team within DG TRADE in a non-technical style, with contributions from DG
SANCO, in order to support trade negotiators discussing the issue.

The restricted area is accessible through: http://madb.europa.eu/madb_barriers/login_ms.jsp
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Restricted access to these documents is justified because of their confidential nature: the
analysis of the background of the trade barriers and the EU‘s policy objectives are clearly
sensitive in the context of ongoing trade talks.
1.4.3

Management of the database
The MADB portal is operated and maintained by the Market Access Unit of DG TRADE of
the European Commission (Unit G.1), which bears overall responsibility for the management
of the database. The tasks include the contract management with data suppliers,
communication activities and evaluation, technical management of the comments section
and the complaint register, as well as updates to the trade barrier fiches, which is the
responsibility of policy officers.
The data in the Applied Tariffs Database and the Exporters‘ Guide to Import Formalities
sections are collected by external suppliers, with the data uploaded - after an automated and
manual verification process - by the Market Access Unit. DG TRADE periodically launches
public procurement tenders for contracting information providers separately for the applied
tariffs database and the import formalities databases - and broken down into several lots,
each of which corresponds to one customs area. After issuing calls for proposals, DG
13
TRADE awards the tenders . Contract awards are made following an evaluation of all
eligible tenders, as described in Section 7.1. In 2011 DG TRADE had two external
contractors supplying data: Mendel Verlag and Eurotariff/World Tariff.
The statistical database originates from the ComExt database, which is managed by
14
Eurostat and provides detailed information on EU external trade. The original data are
supplied by the EU Member States statistical offices, and is checked and harmonised by
Eurostat.
The Sustainable Development and SPS Issues Unit of DG TRADE (Unit C.1) is in charge of
content management for the SPS Export Database section.
Stakeholders contacting the external input providers or the Commission - either directly
through e-mail, mail, phone, filling in the Complaint Register, or indirectly through a business
representation or national government - also play a very important role in ensuring that the
information contained in the database is comprehensive and up-to-date.
Technical maintenance is undertaken by the IT department of DG TRADE (Unit A.3).

1.5

Method
The methodological approach applied in this evaluation was mainly based on primary
research, including web research and obtaining first-hand data from users, operators and
data providers of MADB through surveying, interviews and user observation. Table 1.2 gives
an overview of the specific research tools used in this assignment.
Table 1.2 Methods used

13
14

Method

Overview

Document review

The document review covered the review of relevant policy papers, the User
Guide, Terms of References of the recent open tenders for data provision for
the Applied Tariffs Database and the Exporter‘s Guide to Import Formalities,
DG TRADE presentations, and previous evaluations of the MADB and the
Export Helpdesk (for comparison).

Analysis of web
design

The usability and functionality as well as performance of the MADB website
was reviewed by an IT expert. This was complemented by a similar exercise by
non-expert novice users, and by observing expert users in order to assess the
user-friendliness of the system from the viewpoint of the target groups.

Calls for tender may be accessed at http://ec.europa.eu/trade/documents-and-publications/
Accessible at http://epp.eurostat.ec.europa.eu/newxtweb/mainxtnet.do
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Method

Overview

Web research

The content of the MADB was thoroughly mapped and reviewed, including
detailed probes into the various sections. In addition, a comprehensive web
review of key competitor or complementary services was performed, assessing
and comparing their content and usability features.
In order to analyse to what extent the MADB is currently advertised on other
websites and how easy is to find it on the Internet, a database of ―backlinks‖ or
―referees‖, i.e. links on other websites leading to the MADB, was compiled and
the websites reviewed and categorised. Furthermore, a set of possible common
search terms in connection with seeking export advice was compiled and tested
on Google in several languages, establishing whether the hits on the first page
(top 10) would lead to the MADB.

Data verification

As part of the reliability assessment, a sample of data contained in the Applied
Tariffs Database and Exporter‘s Guide to Import Formalities (as found in the
MADB at the time of the analysis in June) was checked for accuracy by
reviewing official websites, by obtaining information from local correspondents
and by contacting relevant public officials. This task was done by the export
consultancy Copernicus.

Mystery shopping

A sample of public trade promotion agencies in various Member States were
contacted throughout May and June 2011 by GHK staff posing as a relative of
someone who would need basic information on exporting to third countries.
Three ―cover stories‖ were constructed and related questions were formulated
in such a way that MADB would prove a very useful tool provide a first answer
to these. The aim of the mystery shopping was to assess whether these trade
advisors would recommend the MADB to small companies.

Online survey

A short online survey amongst business and public users of the MADB was
conducted, asking them about their experience with the MADB, its usefulness
and user-friendliness, their views on its strengths and weaknesses and
corresponding recommendations. The survey was hosted on GHK‘s website
and was advertised on the MADB website. It was open to the public for six
weeks, from 6 April to 18 May 2011.

Interviews

A set of semi-structured interviews were undertaken with selected users
(exporters, business associations, export consultancies and public trade
promotion agencies, public authorities); members of Market Access Teams in
third countries; officials from the European Commission (DG TRADE and DG
TAXUD), working at policy level or being involved in the management of the
MADB; and the data providers responsible for updating the Applied Tariffs
Database and Exporter‘s Guide to Import Formalities. During the interviews,
various topics were explored in depth, such as procedures and resources used,
alternatives sources of information, concrete benefits from using the MADB,
general views on user-friendliness etc.

User observation

Selected expert (interviewees) and novice MADB users (GHK staff) were asked
to show how they use the database in order to detect possible problems with
the setup of the website and to formulate recommendations how to better
match user behaviour.

The research tools were designed to supply - in combination - all the required information
needed to assess the utility, completeness, reliability and impact of the MADB in connection
with users‘ actual needs; its user-friendliness and the level of awareness of the services; as
well as the effectiveness and efficiency of its operations.

1.6

Structure of the Report
The report is structured as follows:
Section 2

describes the target groups of the database, summarises findings on the
overall use and on distinct usage patterns.
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Section 3

presents the evaluation of the relevance and the quality of the service.

Section 4

discusses the user-friendliness of the MADB.

Section 5

reviews selected competitor and complementary services that provide traderelated data for their user-friendliness, search features and content.

Section 6

takes a look at promotion activities and assesses the extent to which the
target users are aware of the service.

Section 7

assesses the added value the MADB brings to users.

Section 8

investigates the management and the cost efficiency of the service.

Section 9

contains key conclusions and recommendations.

Statistics on the usage of the database and detailed statistical tables from the user survey
are provided in the Statistical Annex.
A further (unpublished) technical annex contains the description of, and results from, the
data verification, ―mystery shopping‖ and Google search exercises; detailed comments on
the design of the MADB website; as well as a detailed overview of alternative services.
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2

Targeting of the service and usage patterns

2.1

The target groups of the database
As discussed in Section 1, the Market Access Database has a dual purpose: it gives
exporters practical information on export conditions in third markets; and, increasingly, it
provides policy actors with the tools needed to monitor the local context in which EU trade is
operating and the observation of trade agreements by third countries.
Thus, the prime target groups are - in relation to the first function of the database companies exporting (or wishing to export) goods to third countries; and trade advisors who
assist such exporters. This was confirmed by interviews conducted with representatives from
the Commission. Companies may be producers or traders of goods, but also logistical
service providers, shippers or freight forwarders, who may or may not be involved in the
customs procedures at the origin and/or destination of the traded good (see Figure 2.1
below). The group of trade advisors comprises public trade promotion agencies, private
export consultancies, and perhaps also business representations in case they provide such
one-to-one advisory services to their members.
The importance of the denomination of these two groups as prime target groups was
emphasised by most officials interviewed within DG TRADE. It may be argued, as it was by
some stakeholders, that the MADB should target all companies that might want to export.
Start-up companies or enterprises with no experience of exporting to third countries will
clearly need additional help from consultants, trade counsellors or the importer they are in
contact with. The MADB is not aimed at supplying future exporters with all knowledge and
skills that they need; it merely supports them with reliable data they need to make informed
decisions. The MADB presupposes a certain level of knowledge, such as how the good to be
exported is classified under the HS code system. It is assumed that the database is used
primarily by staff responsible for exporting who are aware of the key concepts. In addition,
the MADB is currently not explicitly targeted at companies exporting services. Especially
small and medium-sized enterprises (SMEs) may benefit from using the MADB, as they have
fewer alternative sources available (such as offices business contacts abroad). In addition,
the costs of gathering intelligence on third markets are usually putting a disproportionate
burden on smaller enterprises.
Figure 2.1 Basic functions of the MADB and stakeholder groups targeted

1st function: Export support tool

Exporters
(of goods)
• Producers
• Traders
• Logistical service
providers
• Freight
forwarders

Trade advisors

• Public trade
promotion
agencies
• Private export
consultancies
• (Business
representations)

2nd function: Monitoring tool

Public authorities
• EU institutions
• National
governments
• Agencies,
customs offices
• Regional
authorities

Business
associations
• Chambers of
commerce
• Sector
representations

Source: GHK

For the second function of the MADB, which has become more important in recent years,
two target groups were identified by the relevant stakeholders: public authorities and
business associations. The group of public authorities include first and foremost officials
working in the European Commission and in Member State ministries on trade policy issues,
negotiations and would like to monitor whether WTO commitments and the terms of FTA or
other bilateral agreements are duly applied on the ground. But it also comprises line
23

Evaluation of the Commission's Market Access Database

ministries responsible for legislation and strategies in specific sectors and agencies
responsible for policy implementation; regional authorities; as well as customs offices in
Member States who need information on the import requirements (including sanitary and
phytosanitary measures) applied by their counterparts in third countries.
Business associations are the final stakeholder group targeted: these include chambers of
commerce and general business associations who support their members in concrete
disputes with third country customs offices (and eventually advise companies in their region
on export matters); as well as national or European - mostly Brussels-based - sectoral
associations who represent the trade interests of their members in talks with the European
institutions.
Naturally, as the database is maintained with European taxpayers‘ money, it is intended to
help European stakeholders, and is thus not accessible from outside the EU (except for
officials from the EU Delegations and Member State representations). European exporters
and consultants working temporarily outside the EU cannot directly use the MADB. Currently
they have to rely on their partners with European IP addresses to retrieve from the MADB
and forward information to them.
There is a broad consensus within DG TRADE and other stakeholders that the MADB should
aim to meet the needs of the above four stakeholder groups. These are the companies and
organisations who have a genuine and substantial economic stake in getting accurate and
up-to-date information, and who are more likely to find their way around the database, as
they are familiar with the trade-related information contained within and how to use it. It is
known from previous feedback reaching DG TRADE that the MADB is also used by
researchers, students, policy consultants and journalists. It is also known that these are
mostly one-off users with only a limited stake in exporting goods and with little background
knowledge to interpret some of the more complex information.

2.2

Intended users of the service mix offered
The services, i.e. different sections, of the MADB are not equally relevant to all target
groups. Some are more important for certain target groups - according to their specific
interests or sector. The relevance of the different core sections of MADB to the four target
groups is indicated in Table 2.1 overleaf.
It emerges from the relevant documents and interviews with the operators of the MADB that
they regard the Applied Tariffs Database and the Exporter‘s Guide to Import Formalities as
the most important sections of the service, especially for companies and their trade advisors.
These sections contain information that should be sought by exporting companies and/or
their consultants, and are intended to also be the key source of information for authorities
and business associations to assess conditions for EU export in third countries and to verify
whether trade agreements are accurately implemented on the ground.
The statistical database is not a unique service - it is a replication of Eurostat‘s ComExt
database - but its user-friendly features (it is integrated through HS codes with the ATD and
EGIF and navigation is relatively straightforward) should make it relevant for all kind of users
who are interested in trade values and volumes for specific product groups with specific
trade partners.
Table 2.1 indicates a significant problem with one of the ―core‖ sections, the Complaint
Register: this is a tool that ought to provide very useful information for DG Trade and
indirectly to trade policy officials and negotiators in the Member States by identifying new
barriers or tracking developments for existing ones. However, it depends on collecting
information from stakeholder groups for whom this is not a relevant section (as they cannot
expect it to resolve a pressing problem or even quickly acknowledge the problem).
The Trade Barriers Database is primarily directed at trade policy officials and negotiators;
even though it is anticipated that Member States have additional, perhaps more complete
information through their network of trade counsellors and feedback from business. The
section is also useful to a certain extent for businesses and trade advisors. The fact that it is
easily searchable by sector and country may prove useful for exporters, export consultants
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and freight forwarders who can check whether there are significant obstacles to exports in
the target country and help them to find ways to remedy this problem - or convince them to
give up their plans. The information on key barriers (the EU‘s position and legal and
economic background to 202 obstacles) is in the restricted area and only addressed to
selected public-sector users, chiefly negotiators.
Table 2.1 Intended relevance of individual sections for different target groups
Target groups
Core MADB sections

Exporters

Trade advisors

Public
authorities

Business
associations

Applied Tariffs
Database

●●●

●●●

●●

●●

Exporter‘s Guide to
Import Formalities

●●●

●●●

●●

●●

Statistical Database

●

●

●●

●●

Complaint Register

-

-

●●

-

Trade Barriers
Database

●

●●

●●●

●●

○○○

○○

●/○○○

○○○

(no access)

(no access)

●●●

(no access)

Public area

Sanitary and
Phytosanitary (SPS)
Database
Restricted area
Key barriers (fiches and
hymn sheets)

The number of bulletpoints indicate the relative relevance of the section to the given stakeholder group.
Empty bullets denote relevance to a specific subset: the agriculture and food industry.
Source: GHK

Finally, the Sanitary and Phytosanitary (SPS) Database is of key importance for those who
are active in exporting agricultural products and processed food to markets beyond the EU,
or work in the public sector on such issues. Like the Statistical Database, this is not a unique
15
service: the WTO‘s SPS Information Management System (SPS-IMS) , for example, is a
similar database of notified SPS measures. But the SPS Database is customised to
European exporters and has been designed to be more user-friendly than competitor
services, so it should be still relevant for target groups.

15

http://spsims.wto.org/
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2.3

The level of use

2.3.1

Number of users of and visits to the MADB
In 2010, the average number of ―daily
unique visitors‖ (DUV) on weekdays
(Monday to Friday) was 1,704, according
traffic flow data obtained from DG
TRADE IT department. The total daily
average including Saturdays and
Sundays was 1,359 (the average
number of DUV on weekends was only
486, around one quarter of normal
weekday traffic).

The concept of ―daily unique visitor‖ (DUV) refers to
the number of unique IP addresses from which at
least one visit was logged to the MADB (any section)
on a given day - or several visitors from the same IP
address if they are distinguishable by accepted
cookies. DUVs may access the MADB more than
once a day, they can visit one of more sections and
can do several searches or none at all. This number
is, however, a clear underestimation of the total
number of different persons using the MADB: there
can be more than one person (in certain cases
several dozen) behind the same corporate IP
address who did not accept cookies or had deleted
16
them and are thus not distinguishable. Unrelated
individuals may also share the same IP address (e.g.
through accessing the MADB through an Internet
hotspot). Occasionally, more persons may be
sharing the same computer.

Traffic data also shows that a total of
26,018 such unique visitors - distinct IP
addresses - used the service in 2010.
Users from the European Commission
are not included. The MADB is
physically stored on two servers - one
publicly accessible for all Internet users
and one for EC users only, who normally access the database through an intranet. In
addition, IP addresses of the EC are not included in the web traffic data of the publicly
accessible MADB Internet site.

The 26,018 non-Commission users accounted for a total of 494,637 daily visits in 2010 (this
number may involve multiple visits on one given day, from one or several persons behind
one IP address). This corresponds to an average of 19 session days per year. This average,
however, hides very significant differences. The intensity of usage decreases sharply from a
limited number of ―power users‖ who access the MADB almost daily to conduct several
searches (these may be several persons behind one corporate IP address) over a middle
range of users who access the MADB about once a month to a wide range of occasional
users.
Data on the distribution of daily visits by unique visitors (IP addresses) over a period of time
was not available: there is no possibility to link multiple visits on different days of a single
visitor to the given user - this is the case if cookies are not stored on or deleted from the
user‘s PC. But data on the number of successful searches for each DUV were obtained from
DG TRADE for four months between August and November 2010, and it can be assumed
that the distribution of the intensity of usage is similar to the distribution of search intensity
17
during daily visits.

16

The Commission knows for example of business associations with one IP address where 4-5 officers are using
MADB regularly.
17
Successful searches are searches in the ATD, EGIF section, the Statistical Database or the Trade Barriers
Database that yield results: i.e. the system is able to show queried data. Searches that do not yield data are
discounted.
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Figure 2.2 Number of successful searches per
DUV in decreasing order*
10000

Number of searches

The analysis of the data shows that the
distribution of the number of searches in
these four months strongly resembles a
classical Pareto distribution (with α = 1).
The probability that the number of
successful queries launched by a
random user during a daily visit exceeds
x (a positive integer) is about 1/x. The
top 20% of unique daily visitors in terms
of search intensity accounted for 72% of
successful searches (proportions close
to Pareto‘s well-known ―80/20 rule‖). The
closeness of the data to a Pareto
distribution is also confirmed when
plotting the number of successful
searches for each DUV in decreasing
order. The scatter diagram using
logarithmic scales for both X and Y axes
more or less represents a straight line
(this is a property of the Pareto
distribution).
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Source: GHK
The general characterisation of a (Type 1) Pareto
α
distribution is P ( X > x ) = ( xmin/x ) if x ≥ xmin and 1
if x < xmin, where xmin is the minimum possible
number the random variable can take and is a
positive parameter. The minimum number of
successful searches xmin is 1, and the best-fitting
integer value for α is 1 as well.

It can be thus estimated that the top
20% of the 26,018 unique visitors
(5,204) accounted for about 72% of the
total number of daily visits (356,139) to
the public site in 2010. This corresponds
to around 68 visits per annum - with
some visitors accessing the MADB over 200-250 times a year - and that a large chunk, up to
50% of the users are very infrequent visitors, using the database only once or twice a year.
Interviews with stakeholders and DG TRADE confirm that there are indeed a group of power
users who visit the site almost daily. Some business associations regularly review the latest
applied tariff rates in the database, and trade advisory bodies use different sections to
answer questions from their clients. But many visitors seem to only occasionally be using the
database: typically checking for updates on a single data item.
Data also reveal that not all visitors launch queries in the databases (see Table 2.2).
Between August and November 2010, only 32.6% of DUV retrieved specific information
through the search function, amounting to 279,585 successful queries. The average number
of searches per those DUV that launched at least one query was 5.3.
Table 2.2 Number of queries launched on the MADB
Month

Number of
DUV launching at least 1
„daily unique successful query
visitors‟
(DUV)
Number
% of DUV

Number of
successful
queries

Successful
queries per
DUV
launching
queries

2010 Aug

33,942

10,016

29.5

42,350

4.2

Sep

39,129

12,270

31.4

62,747

5.1

Oct

41,600

14,356

34.5

77,802

5.4

Nov

45,556

15,637

34.3

96,686

6.2

Total (AugNov 2010)

160,227

52,279

32.6

279,585

5.3

Extrapolating the above results to the full year we estimate the number of successful queries
in 2010 at 838,755.
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Usage seems to be stable over time, only a slightly increasing trend can be observed. The
previous evaluation of the MADB reported that the average number of DUV was between
1,600 and 1,850 in the first five months of 2006, only slightly higher than corresponding
figures in 2005. Data for 2008-2010 show similar results: the average number of DUV was
1,504; 1,536 and 1,710 in these three consecutive years, respectively.
Figure 2.3 Average number of daily unique visitors on weekdays by month, 2008-2010
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Source: DG Trade web traffic statistics

In 2010 the largest number of unique users of the MADB were from Germany, followed by
the United Kingdom. Spain, France and Italy—part of the group of five most populous
th
th
th
Member States—also featured in the top ten countries, in 4 , 7 and 9 place respectively.
Certain other, smaller member states from the EU15 were also strongly represented, notably
the Netherlands, Belgium, Austria, Portugal, Sweden, Denmark, Finland and Luxembourg
(which, like Belgium hosts international organisations, Member State representations to the
EU, and/or European-level interest groups). From the new member states only populous
Poland, and - surprisingly - Slovenia appear in the top-20 list. In general, fewer users visit
the MADB from the new Member States, although the differences between country figures
are relatively small, apart from the first seven or so heaviest users.
Apart from the member states mentioned, users from five large third countries (which are all
important trading partners of the EU) also use the database frequently: the top-20 list
st
includes users from the USA, Turkey, China, Russia and Japan (India comes in 21 place). It
should be pointed out, however, that the most frequently used sections of MADB (the
Applied Tariff Database and the Exporter‘s Guide to Import Formalities), to which information
is supplied by the external data providers, are not accessible from outside the EU (except
from candidate countries).
The number of third-country users could thus be even higher; although the restrictions do not
mean that there is no way of accessing information contained in the MADB from outside the
EU. Companies that have at least one office or a close business partner in the EU or a
candidate country can ask them to access it, and then send the information to all of their
offices or distributors/business partners around the world. Feedback from users suggests
that this is indeed happening. Furthermore, European exporters appear to download and
forward the information contained in the MADB to their partners in the target countries to
confirm its validity with local public authorities. Thus even the ATD and EGIF sections are
not exclusively used by EU stakeholders.
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Table 2.3 Top 20 countries by the number of unique visitors (IP address), 2010
#

Country

Number of
unique visitors

#

Country

Number of
unique visitors

1

Germany

2,081

11

USA*

389

2

United Kingdom

1,076

12

Turkey*

388

3

Netherlands

801

13

Sweden

386

4

Spain

618

14

Denmark

365

5

Belgium

548

15

Luxembourg

357

6

Austria

506

16

Finland

348

7

France

502

17

China*

337

8

Slovenia

417

18

Poland

334

9

Italy

407

19

Russian Federation*

328

10

Portugal

403

20

Japan*

327

* Non-EU Member States.
Source: DG Trade

Figure 2.4 on the next page presents differences in ―user intensity‖ between Member States
of the EU. The number of users, compared with the number of registered enterprises varies
18
considerably, from 10 per hundred thousand in Italy to 1,373 in Luxembourg. The map
shows that actors from the large southern Member States (including France) are less likely
to use the MADB than their counterparts in Central Europe (except the Czech Republic), in
the Nordic countries and Ireland.

18

The number of registered enterprises has been selected as a proxy indicator reflecting differences in the
expected size of the target groups in the various countries more or less reliably.
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Figure 2.4 Unique visitors by Member State, 2010

Unique visitors to the MADB per 100,000 of registered enterprises (2010)
Above 500
Between 100 and 500

Between 50 and 100
Between 20 and 50
Below 20
No data

Source: traffic figures from DG Trade, Eurostat
(number of registered enterprises refers to 2008)

30

Evaluation of the Commission's Market Access Database

The differences between Member States seem to be most influenced by three factors:

▪
▪
▪

2.3.2

The size of the country: most small countries have had traditionally a higher stake in
foreign trade, given the limitations of their home markets.
English language skills: the MADB is only accessible in English, and this may be an
obstacle for small enterprises in countries where the general population does not speak
English well.
Advertisement of the service by business representations on the ground: especially in
the case of Germany, the MADB is well advertised by the network of local chambers of
commerce (Industrie-und Handelskammern), as described later in this report.

Breakdown and characterisation of users by target group
The breakdown of visitors by the type of organisations they work for was estimated through
the online user survey, open to the public in April-May 2010. The survey had 202
respondents.
The largest group of users are clearly
(actual or potential) exporters, which is the
most important target group for the MADB:
56% of the respondents came from
manufacturing or trading enterprises
engaged in exports (or planning to do so);
this group also includes logistical services
providers and freight forwarders.
Trade advisors, the other important target
group, are also rather well represented in
the sample: by both private export
consultancies (9%) and by public trade
promotion agencies (3%).

Figure 2.5 Typology of MADB users (based on
user survey)
Business
rep
18

Other
1

Authorities
10

EU
1

Exporters
56

Public-sector users comprise authorities
Public
or bodies at national or regional/local level
adv Private
adv
(10%) and officials from EU institutions,
3
9
first and foremost the European
Commission (1%). The last of the four
Source: GHK
target groups, business representations associations or local chambers of commerce - appear to be the second-largest category of
users (18%). Remaining respondents to the survey, classified under ―other‖, include
education and research institutes, students or journalists.
On the basis of this survey data a raw estimate on the breakdown of all MADB ―unique
19
visitors‖ can be made ; with the assumption that the 202 users who participated in the
online survey provide for a reasonably representative sample of all users of the database:
i.e. all stakeholder groups visiting the MADB website and seeing the link to the survey were
20
equally likely to participate. The estimates are presented in Table 2.4. The estimates
exclude officials from EU institutions participating in the online survey as they are also
excluded from the web traffic data obtained from DG TRADE. Normally, staff from the EC
access the MADB through intranet, but even in case they visit MADB through the public
Internet surface, Commission IP addresses are filtered out from the statistics prepared by
DG TRADE.

19

Note that some of these ‗unique visitors‘ are in fact several persons, accessing the MADB from the same IP
address (and not using cookies), who are thus indistinguishable in DG TRADE‘s web traffic records.
20
Experience with surveys tells us however that private companies are less likely to respond to such user
surveys. Public bodies – authorities or export promotion agencies – and business representations are normally
more willing to provide information. So the share of exporters may be underestimated whilst that of the other
groups overestimated.
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Table 2.4 Estimates on the breakdown of unique visitors
User groups

Number in
survey
sample

Proportion
in survey
sample (%)

Proportion
excl. EU
institutions
(%)

Estimated
total number
of unique
visitors, 2010*

Exporters (producers, traders,
logistical service providers, freight
forwarders)

113

55.9

56.5

14,700

Trade advisors, of which:

26

12.9

13.0

3,382

Private export consultancies

19

9.4

9.5

2,472

Public export/trade promotion
agencies

7

3.5

3.5

911

EU institutions

2

1.0

-

-

Public authorities (national and
regional level)

21

10.4

10.5

2,732

Business representations
(business associations, chambers
of commerce)

37

18.3

18.5

4,813

Other

3

1.5

1.5

390

202

100.0

100.0

26,018

Total

* The estimate refers to annual unique visitors as distinguished by their IP address, which may be used
by more than one person.
Source: GHK

The estimates show that around two-thirds, 69% of the users belong to the prime target
groups of the MADB: exporters and trade advisors. This may be even higher, given the
limited propensity of companies to answer such online surveys.
The finding that most MADB users are not
Figure 2.6 Level of experience with MADB by
novice users is also in line with the
target group
intentions of the European Commission
(see the discussion of the intended use in
0
50
100
Section 3.1). The respondents
TOTAL
20
34
32
7 7
participating in the survey are adequately
experienced with using the MADB: 54%
Exporters
17
32
32
8 11
classify themselves as ―very‖ or ―rather
Trade advisors
31
23
35
8 4
experienced‖ users. In line with the
expectations, public authorities, business
Public authorities
18
36
41
5
representations and trade advisors have
Business reps.
22
46
24
53
the least inexperienced visitors. These
groups are likely to be returning visitors
Very experienced
Rather experienced
owing to the nature of their work (advice to
Average
Rather inexperienced
exporters, regular reviews of trade barriers
Very inexperienced
and statistics etc.). The proportion of
inexperienced users amongst individual
Source: GHK
exporting companies was, at 19%,
considerably higher: this indicates that this target group is more likely to comprise one-off or
infrequent visitors.
The remainder of this subsection gives a characterisation of the different user groups, based
on 202 users responding to the online survey.
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Exporters
The majority of survey respondents
identifying themselves as exporters are
manufacturers (61%). Most are active in
the machinery and equipment; as well as
the metals and chemical sectors. These
two sectors accounted for respectively
31% and 25% of all companies. The third
manufacturing sector is textiles, wood,
pulp and paper products with 5% of the
companies surveyed.
Transportation and the trade sector were
also relatively widely represented in the
sample (18%), whereas another 13% of
exporters come from agriculture and the
food and beverages sector.
The remaining 7% of the respondents
indicated construction as their main sector
of activity : the supply of electricity, gas or
water; or a specific sector within the group
of professional services (for instance:
consultancy, waste management).
The distribution of users according to size
differs considerably from the overall size
structure of enterprises in Europe. Almost
half (44%) of the exporters using the
MADB are large enterprises, and only
56% are SMEs. Even within this group,
the distribution is strongly skewed in
favour of medium-sized enterprises. The
share of micro enterprises amongst users
is only 20%, whilst their share in the total
(non-financial) economy in 2008 was 92%
(for comparison, small enterprises
accounted for 6.7% of all companies,
medium-sized ones for 1.1% and large
21
enterprises for a mere 0.2%).

Figure 2.7 Breakdown of exporters by main
sector of activity
7

13

5

18

25
31

Agriculture, food and beverages
Mfg: textile, leather, wood, pulp and paper products
Mfg: metals, mineral, chemical and rubber products
Mfg: machinery and equipment
Transportation and trade
Other

Source: GHK

Figure 2.8 Breakdown of exporters by
enterprise size class

Micro
20

Large
44

Small
14
Medium
22

Source: GHK

21

http://epp.eurostat.ec.europa.eu/statistics_explained/index.php/Business_economy_-_small_and_mediumsized_enterprises
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Not surprisingly, micro and small
Figure 2.9 Level of experience with using the
enterprises are the least experienced in
MADB by company size class
using the MADB: 32% and 53% of them
indicated in the survey that they are ―very‖
0
50
100
or ―rather inexperienced‖, compared with
13% of medium-sized and 6% of large
TOTAL
17
33
30
8 11
enterprises. This is explained by the
Large
23
42
29
24
propensity of larger companies active in
exporting to have export departments or at
Medium
17
33
38
8 4
least an adequate number of assigned
Small
13
13
20
20
33
and well-trained staff, with a high caseload
Micro 9
27
32
14
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to acquire MADB user skills quickly. On
the other hand, many micro and small
Very experienced
Rather experienced
enterprises lack the ―critical mass‖ of
Average
Rather inexperienced
exports needed to designate staff to work
Very
inexperienced
regularly with the database. Results
further illustrate that experience with
Source: GHK
MADB goes hand in hand with own
experience with export markets: 80% of
the respondents who reported that they were very experienced with export markets are also
―rather‖ or ―very experienced‖ with using the MADB.
Trade advisors
The group of trade advisors who
answered the survey can be broken down
into two large groups: private export
consultancies (19 respondents) and public
trade promotion agencies (7 respondents).
The vast majority of them provide services
to all kind of companies, without being
specialised in a particular sector. Only
about 24% of trade advisors who use the
MADB are consultancies that target
particular sectors: primarily manufacturing
of machinery and equipment (12%) and
transportation and trade (8%).

Figure 2.10 Target sectors of trade advisors
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The consultancies offer various types of
services to their clients, i.e. actual or
potential European exporters. These
Source: GHK
include the provision of general, noncustomised information, e.g. common import formalities and barriers, competition in third
country markets (offered by 64%); the provision of customised information (e.g. tariffs
applied, concrete import formalities) answering the specific needs of clients mostly in the
form of one-to-one consultancy (76%); help in customs administration (52%) and in
developing a market entry strategy (64%); as well as support in finding business partners in
the third countries targeted. About one-quarter (24%) of trade advisors surveyed combine all
of the above services.
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Figure 2.11 Main services supplied by trade advisors*
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Source: GHK

Public authorities
Not counting the two respondents from the EC, the group of public authorities comprised
officials from national authorities (76%); or regional or local bodies (24%). With regard to
their nature of involvement with external trade issues, a large majority of MADB users in this
target group is responsible for policymaking (81%); whilst 29% of them provide information
on external trade to the public and only 19% participate in trade negotiations or have other
trade-related contacts with third countries. The proportion of public authorities that also offer
trade promotion/advisory services is small (5%).
Figure 2.12 Public authorities’ involvement with external trade issues*
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Source: GHK

Specific purposes for public officials to use the MADB involve; briefings and notes on trade
volumes with specific third countries and on barriers experienced. Information on import
formalities is rarely sought after.
Business representations
The online user survey confirms that the
MADB has been reasonably successful in
reaching out to business representations
working on-the-ground, close to individual
businesses - an outcome not always
achieved in EC communication activities.
The MADB is not only used by wellconnected Brussels-based European
associations - most of which are well
aware of the service - but also by local
chambers of commerce and business
associations. In fact, this user group is
dominated by organisations active at the
local or regional level (43%) or those

Figure 2.13 Business representations'
geographical scope of activity
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established at the national level (32%). Another 5% of the users focus on the European
dimension and 19% are active at the global level.
Most business associations that use the MADB represent and support economic actors from
all sectors. Only 27% of the associations are acting at a sectoral level. Within this group (ten
business associations in our sample), the sectors of agriculture, the food industry,
manufacturing and trade were represented.
Many of the business associations using the MADB - especially those operating at the global
or European level - are participating in the policymaking process including inter alia
committees and working groups; or by participating public consultations and issuing position
papers. Many of the business associations are aligned with exporters and act like a trade
advisor: 54% provide export advisory services to enterprises, 60% supply their members
with information on trade policy developments and activities.
Figure 2.14 Nature of involvement of business associations with trade issues (%)
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The responses to the survey suggest that there are two large groups of business
associations amongst MADB users: the first comprises mostly global or European-level
lobbying organisations that are engaged in policy level work: only two respondents indicated
some activity in providing concrete export advice to companies. The second group includes
local chambers of commerce or similar organisations who maintain direct contacts with
enterprises and support them with information and advisory services: more than two thirds of
them offer export advice to companies.

2.4

Patterns of usage

2.4.1

Use of the individual core sections
The popularity of the core sections of the MADB can be judged on the basis of how many
stakeholders use them and how frequently as well as by the number of DUV.
The online user survey reveals that
respondents are keener on using certain
sections than others. The Applied Tariffs
database and the Exporter‘s Guide to
Import Formalities are the most popular
sections (with 92% and 88% of all users
indicating use). These results are in line
with expectations and prior evaluation
findings. Fewer stakeholders use the
Statistical Database and the Trade
Barriers Database (62% and 73%
respectively), whereas about half of
MADB visitors reported that they used the
Complaint Register as well as the Sanitary
and Phytosanitary Export Database (47%
and 52%).

Figure 2.15 Proportion of survey respondents
using individual MADB sections (%)
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Although the figures for the latter two databases are significantly lower than those for other
sections, they still seem remarkably high considering their limited relevance to particular
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target groups (see Table 2.1 on page 25). For example, the relatively wide uptake of the
SPS Export Database is surprising, as this highly specialised database was designed for
stakeholders active only in the agriculture and food sector. The figures for the Complaint
Register seem also to be incoherent with the actual number of feedback information that is
sent to the EC via this tool. These discrepancies may partly originate from the design of the
survey: the question asked about use of individual sections in general and not about regular
use. It is assumed that some respondents who have already visited these sections and are
thus aware of their content opted for commenting upon the usefulness of this section - rather
than answering that they are not using it. Consequently, the proportion of MADB users who
have a genuine professional interest in the individual sections (in the meaning of relying on
the information contained in them for professional purposes) may be significantly lower than
the figures in the above chart indicate.
Information on the distribution of ―daily
unique visits‖ between the core sections of
the MADB originates from web traffic data
collected by DG TRADE. It covers all visits
to the site and is considered accurate. The
data highlights that the differences
between the sections are considerably
greater in terms of daily visits than they
are in terms of users.
The web traffic data confirms that the
Applied Tariffs Database is the most
frequented section, by far: it was used on
average in 65% of the MADB sessions in
2010. The EGIF section is the secondmost popular (with 23%). Use of the Trade
Barriers section, the Statistical database
and the SPS database is very limited, they
are only used in 8% of visits to the MADB.

Figure 2.16 Sections visited during MADB
sessions, 2010 (%)*
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The comparison between the two charts suggest that the ATD and EGIF sections are used
far more frequently than others - even if the possible overestimation of user numbers of
individual sections, as explained above, is accounted for. Whereas the number of
stakeholders who use these sections is not dramatically higher than for other sections, the
differences in the traffic data in their favour are large.
The estimated average frequency of visits to the individual sections is presented in Table
2.5, calculated on the basis of survey results and DG TRADE web traffic data. The estimates
show that the average user of the Applied Tariffs Database visits this section rather
frequently, approximately 13.5 days a year. The EGIF database comes second with 5.1 visits
per year.
The remaining ―core sections‖ - the Statistical Database, the Trade Barriers Database and
the SPS Export Database - are visited about two or three times a year by the average user.
This does not necessarily indicate their usefulness: the trade barriers section, for example,
does not frequently undergo updates, and contains information which is generally seen as
time-proof, so stakeholders are not inclined to regularly browse it.
According to the survey results combined with web traffic data, the Complain Register is only
visited on average 0.4 times a year by MADB users.
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Table 2.5 Estimated frequency of use of the core sections of the MADB, 2010
Proportion
of survey
respondent
s using the
section (%)

Estimated
number of
users

Proportion
of users
visiting the
section
during a
session (%)

Calculated
number of
daily visits
to section

Average
number of
unique
visits per
annum

Applied Tariffs
Database

92

23,937

65

322,009

13.5

Exporter‘s Guide
to Import
Formalities

88

22,896

23

116,240

5.1

Statistical
Database

62

16,131

8

38,087

2.4

Complaint Register

47

12,228

1

4,946

0.4

Trade Barriers
Database

73

18,993

8

41,550

2.2

SPS Export
Database

52

13,529

8

38,087

2.8

Total

100

26,018

100

494,637

19.0

Source: GHK

The following provides more detail on the usage of the individual core sections of the
database on the basis of findings from the user survey.
The Applied Tariffs database
According to the survey, all business
representations and almost all (96%) of
the trade advisors use this most popular
section of the MADB. The latter group
has always been one of the prime target
groups of the ATD and the findings
confirm they are taking advantage of it.
On the other hand, business
associations seem also to rely on tariffs
information - monitoring trade conditions
in third countries and verifying whether
trade agreements have been correctly
implemented.

Figure 2.17 Use of the Applied Tariffs Database
by stakeholder group
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Source: GHK

Public authorities participating in the
survey use the ATD slightly less often (86%), as do individual exporters (89%, contrary to
expectations). This seems low, given that exporters are the prime target group of the section.
Cross-tabulation of the data shows, however, that most of these stakeholders are relatively
new visitors (small companies) to the site: they have not used any other section of the MADB
yet; and they indicate very limited overall experience with the MADB. Almost all stakeholders
with at least some experience use the ATD. Apart from the handful of new visitors to MADB,
the section is equally used by companies, across all sectors and size classes.
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Exporter’s Guide to Import Formalities
The EGIF, the second key section of the
Figure 2.18 Use of the Exporter’s guide by
MADB providing comprehensive and upstakeholder group
to-date information to exporters and
0
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export consultants is almost equally
popular with users as the ATD: 88% of
TOTAL
88
survey respondents confirmed its use.
The breakdown by target group is also
Exporters
82
about the same as for the ATD. All
Trade advisors
96
business representations and almost all
Public authorities
86
trade advisors use it, and 86% of the
public authorities. The only difference is
Business reps.
100
with exporters, of whom only 82%
reported usage of the section. This
group includes the small number of first
Source: GHK
visitors explained above but also a few
exporters who use the ATD but not the EGIF.
Statistical Database
The Statistical database is relatively
widely used by trade advisors, public
authorities and business
representatives. Patterns of usage do
not vary much across these target
groups (ranging from 71%-81%).
However, only about one in two
exporters (51%) use this section.

Figure 2.19 Use of the Statistical Database by
stakeholder group
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considerably more use for statistics than
others: 67% of them reported using the
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Statistical Database. Usage does tend to
fall with company size, but surprisingly, micro-enterprises seem to be more active than larger
entities (71% use the section).
Complaint Register
According to the survey results, the
Complaint Register is the least used
section of the MADB. Data shows that it
is relatively popular only with business
representations, of which 69% say they
use it, but less than half of the other
target groups of the database.

Figure 2.20 Use of the Complaint Register by
stakeholder group
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The figures suggest that the propensity
of exporters form the agriculture, food
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50
and beverages sector, textile and paper
Business reps.
69
manufacturing, as well as traders to use
the Complaint Register is reasonably
higher than for companies operating in
Source: GHK
other sectors. Here again, a diminishing
use is observed with decreasing enterprise size, with micro-enterprises being the exception,
of which 64% claimed in the survey to use the register.
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Trade Barriers Database
The Trade Barriers Database seem to
be visited by most business
representations and public authorities,
but less so by trade advisors and
exporters. Only 64% of the latter
reported that they used it.
The breakdown by size class shows that
only 33% of small enterprises use this
section; but there are no significant
differences between companies working
in different sectors.

Figure 2.21 Use of the Trade barriers database
by stakeholder group
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Sanitary and Phytosanitary Export Database (SPS)
The Sanitary and Phytosanitary Export
Database is not widely used. Of the
MADB‘s four target groups, exporters
are the least likely to use this section
(42%); whilst utilisation rates among
business representations, trade advisors
and public authorities. vary between
62% and 68%.

Figure 2.22 Use of the SPS database by
stakeholder group
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only 13% of the small companies use
the database; this is to be compared
with 59% for micro-enterprises. Use of
Source: GHK
the SPS database is - surprisingly - not
linked closely to the sector of the exporter: respondents active in manufacturing claimed to
use it to about the same extent than companies operating in the trade, agriculture and food
industry sectors. As manufacturers should not be interested in this section, these
counterintuitive findings may indicate that many users are aware of the content of the SPS
database and thus claimed to ―have used‖ it, although they are clearly not regular users.
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3

Relevance and quality of the service

3.1

Overall utility of the database
The Commission report on the public consultations on the EU‘s renewed Market Access
22
Strategy in 2007 concluded in general that the MADB was effective in addressing their
needs (83% of the respondents confirmed this). Stakeholders expressed the opinion that the
ATD and the EGIF sections were the best tools of the MADB, delivering the data they
needed - bar a few comments that the tariffs database needed to be complemented with
more information on preferential tariff rates. Participants to the consultation considered that
the SPS Export Database and the Statistical Database were also successfully answering
their needs, but the Trade Barriers Database needed further improvement.
The views of users in 2011 are similar to
those of respondents to the 2007 public
consultation. Members of the MADB‘s
target groups find the database a useful
and valuable tool. The results of the online
survey show that the two most frequently
used sections, the ATD and the EGIF
continue to be seen as the most useful
sections (84% of users find the ATD ―very‖
or ―rather useful‖; the corresponding figure
for the EGIF was 75%).

Figure 3.1 Users’ views on the usefulness of the
core MADB sections (%)
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the information contained in it. The view of
companies working in agriculture or the food industry was as positive as for the ATD and
EGIF sections.

10

The Complaint Register, which was added to the MADB only recently, in response to
stakeholder views expressed in the 2007 public consultation asking for more interactivity,
gathers rather mixed views from respondents: only 33% of users think it is useful, versus
29% who think it is not useful. The Trade Barriers Database appears to have received more
positive comments than in the 2007 consultations, with 62% of respondents confirming its
usefulness.
Stakeholders generally share the view that the MADB is a well-performing, useful tool. It is
combining information on tariffs, import processes and formalities, as well as trade statistics
in an integrated way that makes it unique amongst similar services. Its two major sections,
the ATD and EGIF are amongst the most reliable - accurate and reasonably up-to-date sources available, reaching down to the product-level with the appropriate level of detail. The
level of detail of the HS-codes depends on the number of digits used in the country covered.
It can go to up to 12 digits. An aggregation of levels for tariff data (when all elements of the
applied tariffs as well as internal taxes are the same for several HS-codes) would be
theoretically possible to avoid information overload but it was assessed that this would rather
contribute to confusion than bringing added value.
There is a general perception that the MADB is well adjusted to the needs of exporters and
export consultancies, but also the other two target groups (public authorities responsible for
trade policy and negotiations as well as business representations) and should be further
22

http://trade.ec.europa.eu/doclib/docs/2007/february/tradoc_133266.pdf
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promoted, so that a wider public could make use of it. The quality of the content has
improved over recent years.
The interviews confirm the findings from the online survey: users are mostly interested in the
information on customs duties, applied tariffs in third countries as well as on import
procedures and documents. The trade barriers database is also a useful source of
information, albeit mostly for only a subgroup of users - these are predominantly public
authorities and business associations using these inputs for preparing policy analyses of
market developments, supporting their communication or lobbying activities or trade
negotiations.

3.2

Utility of the core sections

3.2.1

The Applied Tariffs Database
All target groups find the Applied Tariffs Database ―very‖ or ―rather useful‖. Business
representations seem to be the most satisfied, with the section being very useful for 76% of
them. Public authorities express more moderate views, which can be justified by the fact that
the ATD is not necessarily targeted at them. However, interestingly, trade advisors who are
one of the prime target groups are also a little less enthusiastic: the ATD is very useful for
only 56% of them.
The results also reveal that experienced MADB users are on average significantly more
positive about its usefulness. Of those who are very experienced, 84% find the ATD very
useful, but this ratio tends to decrease with a decreasing level of experience. This may be
simply a result of responses from stakeholders who are not the prime target groups for this
section (e.g. public authorities), but also signalling a potential problem with the userfriendliness of the tool.
Figure 3.2 Usefulness of the Applied Tariffs
Database by target group
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No major differences were observed amongst the different sectors exporters are engaged in.
However, the utility of the ATD is slightly higher for large and medium-sized enterprises than
for the micro- and small size classes.
In summary, users generally regard the ATD as a very reliable source of tariffs information
and as being as up-to-date. There is broad agreement that this is the best ―one-stop shop‖
tool available on the Internet for obtaining information on a wide range of trading partners.
The coverage of the database is considered very wide and appropriate for almost everyone.
The tool provides data for 102 countries, covering 60% of the 169 recognised independent
23
countries outside the EU, and 50% of the 205 countries, territories or overseas

23

196 independent countries were recognised by the international community in 2011.
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departments that are included in Eurostat‘s ComExt database. However, only very few
countries with which the EU has substantial trade relations are excluded and some of these
th
for a specific reason. Gibraltar, 39 in terms of EU exports, is not part of the EU‘s customs
th
union, but most of the United Kingdom‘s trade regulations apply. Liechtenstein (76 ) is
indirectly covered, being in a customs union with Switzerland. Collecting reliable information
st
for Iraq (51 ) was not feasible in the past. Altogether, the 102 partner countries included in
the database represent in total 97.6% of the EU‘s exports by value. Whilst some business
associations or public authorities are interested in obtaining the full picture and have thus
advocated in the interviews the inclusion of more countries (all, if possible), this is only the
need of a few, and does not seem to be shared by the overwhelming majority of the prime
target groups, exporters and advisors supporting them. Nevertheless, there would be merit in
st
adding Iraq (already 51 of the EU‘s trade partners in terms of export value, and trade
volumes are likely to further increase in the future) whenever feasible, and possibly the most
significant of the independent countries currently missing, e.g. Benin, Cameroon, Sudan
(and South Sudan), Congo-Brazzaville, Congo, D.R., Equatorial Guinea and Afghanistan,
which all account for a far greater value of EU exports than some of the countries which are
already included (e.g. Fiji, Belize, Guyana and Nicaragua). A few stakeholders, mostly
business representations, criticised the limited coverage in Africa. The decision as to
whether or not to extend the country coverage should, however, be made on the basis of the
estimated future development of trade with these countries.
The database not only contains national tariffs but also integrates at the product level the
applicable customs clearance fees and information on local taxation rules: value added tax
(VAT)/sales tax, even indicating regional differences (e.g. for Brazil, United States). This is
perceived to be of particular added value, distinguishing the ATD from alternative services
available - although there are indications that not all users are aware that this information is
available on a subpage only one click away. However, the survey revealed that not all users
are necessarily aware of this: one respondent suggested the addition of a section on VAT
and Goods and Services Tax (GST) in addition to customs duty, allowing an exporter to
calculate the full cost of getting goods to the target country; even though this is already
available. This potential problem with insufficient reference to in-depth information is
discussed in Section 4.
The depth of information provision is also adequate. Data is given mostly at 6-digit HS code
level, but up to 12 digits, corresponding to the level of detail used in the third country in
question. The distinction between general rates, MFN rates (with the countries of origin
being listed), or special preferential rates applicable to EU Member States is useful to assess
the relative position of European exporters. One important addition for users in this regard
would be tariff information linked to free trade or preferential agreements between third
countries to assess the comparative disadvantage of EU countries.
The data is almost always up-to-date, save a few days‘ delay, which is a result of
technicalities, notably in relation to the verification and uploading of new data. The
implication is a few complaints per year sent to the data provider or the EC, however, delays
extending beyond some days are rare.
A certain weakness of the ATD seems to be that users can search only for a single product
code and one partner country. Information on applied tariffs for a range of products can this
not be easily retrieved. This is owing to contractual arrangements with the data suppliers,
preventing that the datasets are downloaded in bulk and illegitimately used, for example
republished elsewhere. The WTO databases are seen as being more easily accessible and
user-friendly in this regard, although they do not supply the applied tariffs including all tariff
elements as the MADB does.
Some stakeholders would find it helpful if the ATD included a simple calculator for users to
add up all the import duties, and eventually sales taxes and other export costs and arrive at
a composite cost estimate. The ATD currently only lists these data. However, it was
assessed that the setting up of such a calculator would not be feasible, at least for certain
product groups where tariffs are not only ad valorem, or depend on specific details of the
consignment (for example on the quantity shipped).
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Some users would like to see the Applied Tariffs Database expanded to cover information
regarding tariffs applying to imports into the EU, as this would facilitate comparison with the
corresponding non-EU tariff rates, enabling users to obtain an overall market perspective.
Some users also recommended that information on tariff or trade agreements between
different third countries and the duties applicable should also be provided (as exporters
could then, for instance, evaluate whether it would be more profitable to export to specific
markets directly or through subsidiaries based in countries which benefited from lower tariff
rates negotiated under specific agreements).
3.2.2

Exporter’s Guide to Import Formalities
Responses concerning the usefulness of the EGIF do not vary dramatically across the
different target groups. As for the ATD, business representations are the most satisfied (57%
indicating the EGIF is ―very useful‖ for them), whilst a somewhat lower proportion of public
authorities as well as trade advisors say it is ―very useful‖ for them; but the large majority of
all target groups expressed positive views.
The increasing usefulness with experience is greater here than for the applied tariffs section,
possibly because the content and structure of the EGIF is more complex, and new or one-off
users will be less likely to easily find their way through it.
Figure 3.4 Usefulness of the EGIF by target
group
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Breaking down the responses of exporters by size class, it appears that the utility of the
EGIF is lower for large enterprises and higher for micro and small ones; the finding is exactly
the opposite than for the ATD. Smaller companies seem to be more reliant on the MADB to
learn about import procedures and documents, whereas larger companies with larger trading
volumes (and with export departments and often also local presence) do probably already
have more experience and knowledge about these.
The country coverage of the EGIF is the same as of the ATD, including 102 countries that
give 97.6% of EU exports, and is thus seen equally as appropriate, satisfying the needs of
almost all stakeholders. Only very few stakeholders suggest extending this coverage; and
these are normally not exporters or export consultancies but public authorities or business
associations who would benefit from having a full picture for policy purposes, not directly for
increasing European exports.
The content of the EGIF section seems to be satisfactory overall. It now contains most
important aspects of the import procedure and related rules and regulations.
There is more disagreement amongst users interviewed as regards to the level of detail of
the information contained in the section. For some, the ―overview of import procedures‖
provided in the Exporter‘s Guide was extremely detailed, while others say that little detail is
given. A similar pattern applies to the level of detail at product group level. As for companies
who actually export, this view is dependent on the Incoterms rules they normally apply in
their business operations. Companies, for instance those that usually deliver under Ex
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Works (EXW), Free Carrier (FCA) or Free On Board (FOB) terms, do not need all the detail
on import formalities as these will fall under the responsibility of the buyer. On the other
hand, companies that export under Delivered Duty Paid (DDP), for example, will find the
document templates most useful.
Concrete needs mentioned in this regard were the following:

▪
▪
▪
▪
▪
▪
▪

▪

Explanations on the rationale for the formalities instead of just the raw information.
More detailed customs information. The German customs authority‘s website was
24
mentioned as a good example.
Information on Preferential Trade Agreements (PTAs) in greater detail, especially with
regard to PTAs in force between the EU as a whole and third countries. The exact
requirements could be better described.
Supplementary inputs on EU sanctions applied in third countries.
More information on transportation and logistics formalities.
Information on Chapter 98 provisions (special classification provisions) was not
sufficiently detailed.
More information on certification and standardisation requirements in general; and on
specific rules applying to a specific product group. This would be particularly useful for
electrical products where information on evolving industry standards, norms,
commercialisation laws, environmental legislation, country of origin provisions and
consumer protection law is proving increasingly important to accessing third country
markets.
More detailed information on sanitary and phytosanitary issues - including vis-à-vis
certification, import formalities and other sector-specific issues, and specific information
on the application of the International Standard for Phytosanitary Measures (ISPM) No.
15 for wood packaging material.

A possible solution could be a better, more logical structuring with a multi-level heading
structure or offering a general introduction and moving some of the detailed information
(such as information relevant to freight forwarders) to thematic subpages.
From the users‘ perspective, it seems that the level of detail often varies across countries. In
general, the information pertaining to OECD countries (e.g. Australia) is normally very
detailed whereas for ―exotic‖ countries that are less integrated into the global economy, the
level of detail is often rather weak. Users who need to compare countries (these are not
necessarily individual exporters but business associations and public authorities) struggle to
make such comparisons due to the uneven information.
The EGIF is considered to be reasonably up-to-date, considering the time involved with
updating large amounts of information including document templates. Only a small number
of complaints are received. Problems are mostly experienced with countries that frequently
draft rules and implement them in an extremely short time span, for example, Saudi Arabia,
Egypt and Nigeria.
3.2.3

Statistical Database
The results of the online survey indicate that public authorities make the best use of the
Statistical Database: it is ―very useful‖ for 33% of them. Other target groups gave slightly
lower ratings. It is also apparent that inexperienced MADB users find it most useful. Many of
these are public authorities that do not regularly use the MADB and visit it specifically for
statistical information supporting them to write policy briefs or to compile background
information for trade negotiations or state visits. These officials are not considered the prime
target group of the database.
The breakdown of data by exporters‘ size class reveals that small enterprises are much
more likely to find the Statistical Database useful than larger ones.

24

http://www.zoll.de
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Figure 3.6 Usefulness of the Statistical
database by target group
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Stakeholders in general agree that the content and coverage of the database (i.e. volume
and value of exports and imports, aggregate for the EU or by Member State, for individual
third countries and for country groups, products from 2 to 6-digit HS level) seems to be
appropriate. The database covers all the countries the EU is exporting to.
Interviewees have confirmed that the Statistical Database contains useful features that make
it for some users the preferred source for trade data at the product or product group level
over the ComExt database, from where the data originate. Some searches in the Statistical
Database are considered easier to use than others. Access to data in terms of time and
number of clicks is quicker; and the database enables the convenient switching between
different views. These features are useful for stakeholders (confirmed by officials and staff
from business representations at the EU level) who regularly collect trade statistics for a
given product group.
The design of the database has some weaknesses: the Statistical Database only allows the
selection of one single HS code, one declaring (Member State or the EU in total) and one
partner country, and the same applies for the trade relation (export or import) as well as the
for the selection between value or volume of trade. This is elaborated in Section 5 on the
user-friendliness of the database.
Some users - public authorities - suggested that the national (Member State level) statistical
data on trade flows could be improved, presenting for instance the total volume of trade
(exports and imports) of a Member State with a specific third country. This aggregate
information is, in fact, easily accessible in the ComExt database or other sections of
Eurostat. Some stakeholders do not, however, seem to be aware of this and will instead use
the website of their National Statistical Office. These can be less easy to use: the UK‘s
website, for example, is rather time-consuming to research. Aggregation of trade statistics,
including a ranking of countries on the basis of their relative importance as an EU trade
partner was recommended, although this seems to be a specific requirement of users from
public authorities, and Eurostat already offers this service. Amending the design of the
Statistical Database to allow various multiple selections is one solution; another is providing
a reference/link within this section to Eurostat.
A further potential concern is that the statistics are not exactly the same as the data
disclosed in the ComExt database (see details in Section 3.4 discussing the reliability of the
database).
3.2.4

Complaint Register
As seen before, opinions about the usefulness of the new Complaint Register are divided.
The detailed analysis of user responses reveals marked differences between the views of
the four target groups of the MADB. Public authorities are the most convinced of the utility of
this section: 40% of them regard it as being ―very useful‖. The other three stakeholders
groups are more reserved, with corresponding figures between only 9% and 12%. It seems
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that public authorities use this section from time to time as an additional source of
information on trade barriers when preparing their trade policy briefings or updating
background information in specific third-country relations. Somewhat surprisingly, trade
advisors and business representations - that might be expected to be interested in the onthe-ground experience of enterprises on obstacles to exports to given countries - find this
section less useful. Individual exporters are divided almost equally in their opinion, with
about 36% of them finding the section useful and 36% not.
Opinions on the usefulness of the Complaint Register tend do decrease with the level of
overall experience in using the MADB, with one exception: the inexperienced (mostly public
authorities) seem to use the register more often.
Figure 3.8 Usefulness of the Complaint
Register by target group
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In-depth interviews with selected stakeholders, users and managers of the MADB confirm
what the survey data also shows: a certain part of the information submitted to the
Complaints Register may be interesting for those working on trade policy and negotiations,
as well as for exporters and trade advisory bodies; but in practice, very few stakeholders are
actually willing to contribute - and their expectations regarding feedback on their problem
are not fully met. One stakeholder remarked that the Complaint Register is said to be of
greater benefit for lawyers representing companies in international trade rather than for
companies.
There are several potential users of the information that the Complaint Register is supposed
to contain, such as concrete reports on obstacles to trade that are not yet covered by the
Trade Barriers Database. Public authorities at Member State level, DG TRADE and other
DGs concerned would clearly benefit from receiving hints about new or not yet widely
experienced barriers. These can be further explored, and if their validity and significance is
confirmed, steps taken to handle them. Exporters and the consultants supporting them could
be better prepared.
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Of course, in order to be truly relevant for
Figure 3.10 Breakdown of complaints
public or private decision-makers, these
registered, 2007 Dec-2011 May (%)
have to indicate a genuine and persisting
trade barrier affecting several European
Registered
exporters. However, it is apparent from
10
experience accumulated so far that this is
only rarely the case. Between its launch in
December 2007 and May 2011, a total of
"Spam"
136 complaints were received via this tool
51
(on average only 3.2 per month). A review
Not
by DG TRADE of all complaints registered
registered
identified 70 of them (51%) as ―spam‖,
38
being completely irrelevant considering the
objectives of the register, and rejected
accordingly. From the remaining
complaints, only 14 (10%) were eligible for inclusion in the register - this corresponds to only
four registered complaints per year.
The rest were complaints that were either not fully justified or which did not contain sufficient
information - and the Commission‘s follow-up letter asking for more details remained
unanswered. DG TRADE ultimately rejects such complaints after a reasonable waiting
period. It seems that many of these cases are acute problems suffered by economic actors
at a certain point in time, which might have been already resolved; this is why the
stakeholders logging them do not supply complementary information.
All the registered complaints are relatively old: 12 were submitted in 2008, and two in 2009.
In spite of this, only three were linked to a specific barrier fiche in the Trade Barriers
Database by July 2011, with one of them already resolved. The remaining 11 registered
complaints are still ―under analysis‖.
In summary, the Complaint Register has not yet been able to establish itself for exporters
and other actors as a tool on par with the traditional channels for complaints in trade matters.
The most frequently used channel remains the informal one, in the form of calls or mail to a
relevant body. Depending on the partner contacts of the exporter concerned and the trade
context, these are normally: the relevant business representation; the trade counsellor in the
third country targeted; or a responsible officer in the Member State. The EC is rarely
contacted directly (it will often receive some summary information at a later stage in an
indirect manner, through MAAC and MAWG members who are involved). As explained by
interviewees within DG TRADE, it is normally conceived as a ―last resort‖, used in case other
channels fail to produce results.
Another channel is the formal process of complaints on the basis of the Trade Barriers
Regulation, where the complainant asks the Commission to initiate an investigation on a
perceived violation of trade rules. This procedure puts a relatively heavy burden on the
complainant and the institutions involved alike: the case must be adequately presented and
justified in order to launch the proceedings, and the investigation is rather time-consuming.
Correspondingly, it is very rarely used, typically around three or four times a year.
Usage statistics of the Complaint Register are barely higher: the average number of
registered complaints per year is only seven, because the actors who have the information
on concrete barriers do not contribute (these are exporters and consultancies, as well as
Member State authorities and business representations who are first contacted).
The source of the problem - i.e. inactivity in reporting barriers - lies mainly with the
motivations of those actors who have the relevant information on specific trade barriers:
individual exporters, export consultancies and potentially Member State authorities. The data
show that only very few of them are willing to use the register to let the EC know about the
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problem they encounter. Indications for what seems to be the reasons for this were
received in interviews with users of the MADB. Feedback from stakeholders suggests two
main reasons:

▪

First and foremost, the stakeholders who are supposed to report the obstacles work in a
competitive environment and need to follow their self-interest; irrespective of whether
they are individual companies, export consultancies or Member States. In accessing
third markets, they all have their competitors, and naturally they are not enthusiastic
about sharing valuable information that their competitors might also find useful. It is
assumed that many exporters would hesitate to provide concrete information that might
reveal their identity.

▪

Second, it seems that a major problem of the Complaint Register is late or less-thanappropriate feedback. Users logging a complaint often do not know whether the EC will
investigate it; whether the Commission has the means to take adequate action and when
results can be expected. In fact, even if the complaints are accepted as a trade barrier,
they are not necessarily followed up appropriately if they are not seen as significant
enough or if a strong legal case for action is not established. In practice, it usually takes
considerable time before DG TRADE returns to the actors with follow-up questions or a
notification that their case was or was not accepted (a workflow system is in place to
inform users about progress: users receives an automated message upon logging the
complaint and when the case handler investigates it, but the system is not designed to
explain what results the complainant may expect and by when). Many stakeholders thus
perceive the Complaint Register as a ―black box‖. This is partly a consequence of the
distribution of responsibilities within the EC. In the past, the Market Access Unit (G1) of
DG TRADE did participate in providing an instant policy response to information on trade
barriers. It verified its existence and eventually took steps to clarify and remedy them, for
example by drafting official letters of enquiry to third country authorities. But currently the
handling and removal of new trade barriers is not the prime task of the Market Access
Unit, which manages the Complaints Register. This would be the responsibility of other
DG TRADE units, as well as of EU Delegations. The Market Access Unit is only initiating
investigation and coordinating the response if necessary, and thus cannot provide quick
feedback to the information provider. As explained above, only three of the complaints
have been acknowledged as a genuine Trade Barrier to date, and only one of these has
been resolved.

No direct indications were found in the interviews that the information requested when filling
in the forms would be too burdensome. It is likely, however, that exporters are wary of
disclosing information on a given case that could make them easily identifiable.
The very unbalanced pattern of active versus passive usage is reminiscent of other
collaborative endeavours on the Internet such as Wikipedia - the number of active users
(editors), who write and edit articles is only a small fraction (less than 0.1%) of passive
26
users, who only read them. To make the Complaints Register more workable, stakeholders
recommend finding a way to give feedback to the stakeholders very quickly (the next day or
at most within a few days). This could indicate that the EC has received the complaint,
whether the information provided seems sufficient, that an official will get in touch with the
company shortly, in case further explanation is needed, and explain briefly the procedure of
investigation with the foreseeable timescale of the procedure.
There are also more indirect ways of providing feedback to stakeholders active in the field,
and thus increasing their willingness to contribute. The EC, if it succeeds in removing a trade
barrier (often through the collaborative effort of the Member States, EU institutions, and
potentially international organisations), sometimes communicates these as ―success stories‖
25

It is not known whether there is an overlap with those stakeholders who advocated the introduction of this
interactive tool in the public consultations on the renewed Market Access Strategy in 2007.
26
The number of unique visitors of Wikipedia in April 2011 was estimated at 149 million according to data from
ComScore Media Metrix. The number of active editors (active in the last 30 days) was about 142,000 in July 2011
(Wikipedia statistics).
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in its newsletter. This may help in raising awareness for the importance of stakeholder inputs
as regards the identification of obstacles to trade. However, the audience they reach seems
to be rather limited and the message not strong enough to encourage action, given the far
greater motivation of self-interest, as explained above.
Perhaps more than just a rephrasing suggestion, the possibility to ―propose‖ a barrier that
one has experienced for inclusion in the Trade Barriers Database was recommended, rather
than ―complaining‖ about it. Users could quickly share their experiences on the barriers they
encountered with others, without an obligation of the Commission to verify them before they
are put online. Other users could confirm its existence and maybe comment upon it, adding
new information.
3.2.5

Trade Barriers Database
The Trade Barriers Database is a somewhat less popular section of the MADB in terms of
usage and perceived utility. The survey findings show that there is one target group for which
this information is overwhelmingly useful: public authorities in the Member States, of which
84% find the section ―very‖ or ―rather useful‖. The corresponding figure is only 56-61% for
the other three stakeholder groups.
Figure 3.11 Usefulness of the Trade Barriers
Database by target group
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During the interviews, several users - including exporting companies from the prime target
group of the MADB - emphasised the need for obtaining more detailed information about
non-tariff barriers (NTBs). The importance of NTBs has increased over time, and it is
generally much more difficult to obtain accurate information on NTBs from the relevant
authorities in the third countries concerned than, for instance, on tariffs. Given that there are
not many good alternatives to the MADB, its potential to add value in NTBs is high. This is
an area where all users would appreciate more information.
The major problem with this database is that it is not comprehensive. As of July 2011, it
contains 414 trade barriers from 55 countries (an additional 16 have already been resolved
and are listed separately). The country coverage itself is more or less acceptable, focusing
on the most significant trading partners of the EU. The section lists trade barriers for 40
27
countries of the top 50 export destination countries of the EU27 in terms of value. In
aggregate, the countries covered accounted for 89% of total European exports to third
countries. However, stakeholders consider the number of trade barriers listed for each
country is only a fraction of the existing - and significant - obstacles. Argentina was cited as
an example of a country with a large number of trade barriers, but only 11 are listed in the
TBD.

27

th

The first country on the list not covered by a trade barrier is the United Arab Emirates, 11 in terms of EU
export value.
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When the MADB‘s TBD was launched, the objective was to create a policy-monitoring tool
alongside it with a comprehensive coverage, although the EC recognised that they would not
be able to achieve full coverage. However, it soon became apparent that pursuing this
objective would put a disproportionate burden on the EC‘s resources, diverting officials in DG
Trade from removing the barriers identified. A rebalancing of the work was needed. Thus, in
2010, the Council of the European Union has asked the Commission to focus on a set of
main obstacles - the 202 ―key barriers‖ listed in the restricted area of the site - and put more
emphasis on removing them rather than merely monitoring them.
As a consequence, the barriers that are only contained in the publicly accessible Trade
Barriers database are not prioritised and little time is spent updating them (most of the key
barriers are also published on the public website). Whilst, as of mid-July 2011, the average
number of days elapsed since the last update was 316 days for fiches in the restricted area
(―key barriers‖), it was 833 days for the remainder. Some of them have not been updated for
three to seven years.
Figure 3.13 Distribution of trade barrier fiches by the number of days elapsed since their last
update
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This is increasingly apparent to users who are concerned whether the descriptions were still
up-to-date, and it seems that they are already starting to lose confidence in this section even
though the lack of updates might simply indicate that no progress has been achieved.
Another weak point indicated by users is the difficulty of drawing comparisons of NTBs
across sub-sectors, especially within industries that are broadly defined and where changes
in barriers can occur very rapidly (such as manufacturers of electrical and electronic
equipment: listed as ―Electronics‖ in the MADB). The recommendation of the stakeholders
concerned is to develop a more complete database, relying on inputs from Member States
and business representations which appear to have a lot more information, to account for
sub-sectors and enable the easy comparability of information across such sub-sectors. Many
Member States already operate their own trade barrier databases, even if these are not
necessarily freely available on the Internet. Some of the Internet sources are indicated in the
28
useful links section of the MADB.
Stakeholders mentioned the WTO‘s Technical Barriers to Trade (TBT) database as one of
the most important alternative sources on trade barriers. The TBT listed altogether 4,351
notifications (including notifications on agreements and under the code of good practice) in
October 2011, of which non-EU countries accounted for 4,058. Around 46% of the
notifications issued by non-EU countries (1,281) are from the last three years. This figure is
28

See at: http://trade.ec.europa.eu/madb_links/index.cfm?action=show&cat=45&languageId=EN
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more than three times higher than the number of trade barriers contained in the MADB‘s
TBD. However, the fiches in the database are merely notifications from WTO members (not
followed up or analysed by the WTO), contain less information than the TBD and do not
distinguish between significant and insignificant barriers. The ―Specific Trade Concerns‖
section of the WTO TBT Information Management System, on the other hand, is based on
some prioritisation. The section contains 317 fiches, of which 160 express a concern of the
European Union about trade measures in third countries. This section is more comparable
with the orientation and content of the TBD, but the information content is more limited and
the database is less up-to-date.
3.2.6

Sanitary and Phytosanitary Export Database
The SPS Export Database seems to be of no use to more than half of the stakeholders.
However, the headline figures in the online survey do not appropriately grasp the utility of
this section. The SPS Export Database is a highly specialised section of the MADB, and is of
interest mainly to exporters of agricultural products, food and drinks. Accordingly, the
perceived utility of the section to exporters is considerably higher than for other stakeholder
groups who are not targeted.
From within individual exporters, 33% said the database was ―very‖ or ―rather useful‖ to
them. Unsurprisingly, their views are mostly dependent upon the specific sector in which
they are active. Five out of the seven exporters operating in agriculture or the food industry
found it ―very‖ or ―rather useful‖ - a convincing level of support for this section from its
relatively narrow target group.
Figure 3.14 Usefulness of the SPS database
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Despite the overwhelmingly positive views, some stakeholders also made critical
observations:

▪

▪

▪

One of these concerns the level of detail of the information contained in the SPS Export
Database. The fiches currently contain information for the categorisation of the barrier, a
short description of the problem, its background and actions taken. One exporter
considered this too general, wishing that more detail was given, especially - where
applicable - links to specific import formalities that are required to comply with the
restrictions, e.g. published forms and information about the process of the application for
the required documents.
A second problem is that not all fiches seem to be sufficiently up-to-date. The average
number of days elapsed since the last update was 440 in mid-July 2011 and some of the
fiches have not been updated for more than two years. Not surprisingly, interviewees
suspect that part of the information may no longer be accurate.
The third concern is that the database is incomplete. One stakeholder mentioned, for
instance, that data about sanitary conditions to export day-old chickens and hatching
eggs is missing from the SPS database for several countries.
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There are alternatives for users which may provide a better coverage of SPS export issues
including: vis-à-vis certification, import formalities and other sector-specific issues—as one
respondent to the online survey noted. These are normally country-specific sources, but
some general databases such as the WTO‘s SPS Information Management System are also
used.
It is however questionable whether these are credible competitors of the MADB. For
instance, the WTO database contains, as of October 2011, a total of 4,385 regular and 322
emergency notifications of SPS import restrictions (4,707 in total), of which 4,920 (89.6%)
were submitted by countries from outside the European Union. Around 1,350 of these
notifications may concern European exporters—according to the information given by the
country providing the notification. The coverage of the WTO database of SPS-related import
barriers is thus much broader than that of the MADB—which only contains information on 94
sanitary and phytosanitary barriers. There are however important differences between the
two databases, making any comparison difficult. The WTO database is only a platform for
notifications received from member countries. The notifications are not processed or
analysed by the WTO, nor are they prioritised; which means that most notifications are of low
significance for European exporters. In addition, the database is not particularly up-to-date:
67% of the above notifications (3,526) are older than three years.
A separate section on ―Special Trade Concerns‖ in SPS matters, focusing on a set of
significant barriers, is more comparable with the MADB. However, the fiches contain only
little information in comparison with the MADB, and the coverage of the database is
narrower: it lists in total 227 ―concerns‖ as of October 2011 (and, in addition. some that have
already been resolved), of which only around 60 were raised or supported by the European
Union, and only 6 of these were raised in the last three years.
3.2.7

Additional needs and observations
In addition to the section-specific remarks, users of the MADB also gave general comments
on what they currently miss from the database or how the content could be improved. These
suggestions partly overlap with the recommendations made by stakeholders during the
29
public consultation on the EU Market Access Strategy in 2007. They are summarised
below, together with follow-up measures since undertaken.
Stakeholder suggestions in the 2007 public consultation
Stakeholders participating in the consultation made several suggestions that are of key importance
with regard to the usefulness of the Market Access Database:

▪

▪
▪

▪

A need for up-to-date information: Frequent updates to the database are required to maintain its
relevance, including in particular updates to the Trade Barriers Database. Some respondents
highlighted the need for concerted action in making information available, involving actors such
as other Directorate-Generals, notably DG Enterprise and Industry, EU Delegations and EU
businesses.
A need for automatic alerting: Stakeholders recommended the introduction of a system that
would automatically alert them about updates to the database. Follow-up: this has been
introduced for the restricted area which requires identification.
A need for ―early warning‖: Exporters would clearly benefit from information on upcoming
changes in regulation (tariffs, import procedures and documentations, trade barriers) in third
countries that are not yet in force but already known. This would enable timely preparations for
the consequences of these amendments. Follow-up: the possibility for adding early-warning
information, in the form of a general section, not fully integrated in the HS-code system was
explored, but not implemented, as it was not considered to be reliable and consequently of high
added value.
A need for interactivity: Some stakeholders suggested establishing a system where they can
directly give feedback information to DG TRADE that will subsequently form part of the
database. Follow-up: the Complaint Register was constructed to answer this request.

29

―Report on the public consultation on the EU Market Access Strategy‖, 28 February 2007. See at:
http://trade.ec.europa.eu/doclib/docs/2007/february/tradoc_133266.pdf
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▪

▪

▪

A need to broaden the coverage: Some respondents asked for a broader coverage of the
content, especially as regards to information on emerging markets in general, rules of origin
arrangements (especially in relation to free-trade agreements), trade defence instruments,
import barriers owing to EU regulations, information on free trade agreements and preferential
tariffs between third countries, the exporting of services, IPR, investment conditions, public
procurement, export restrictions and export taxes. Follow-up: information on the FTA between
the EU and South Korea has been added to the MADB.
A need for deepening the coverage: A number of requests were made concerning the need for
more detailed provision of more information on (regulatory) non-tariff barriers, sanitary and
phytosanitary measures, certain market-access requirements such as standards, market
approval and licensing requirements. Follow-up: contractors have investigated the possibility of
adding additional information. This was considered to be possible but would involve significant
additional efforts.
A need for more contact information: Some respondents asked for including contact details of
the authorities responsible for market access issues at the Member States level. Follow-up: a set
of contacts was added under the ―useful links‖ section of MADB.

As evident from the list above, more specifically from the information flagged as ―follow-up‖,
many of stakeholder recommendations brought forward were subsequently addressed by
DG TRADE. Even for those suggestions that were ultimately not implemented, the options
were at least investigated.
The suggestions made by stakeholders in the 2011 user survey conducted in the framework
of this evaluation are still to a large extent address the same issues, especially those earlier
comments that were not implemented. The main comments made by stakeholders surveyed
and interviewed are the following:

▪

Many stakeholders would benefit from receiving ―early warning‖ information on upcoming
changes in tariffs, import requirements and other relevant regulations which are either
integrated in the database at product level or only appear as general information at
sector level (such as in the EGIF section). It is acknowledged that this information may
not be 100% certain before they are applied but it could nevertheless help exporters to
prepare for regulatory changes. Stakeholders mentioned that new regulations are
published in many countries well ahead of their implementation; this information could be
picked up earlier and introduced to the database.

▪

The database should include external links or further information about trade barriers,
applied tariffs, information providers and other export data for countries not yet covered
(Iraq etc.)

▪

It would be useful to remove restrictions on the quota for queries for each IP (DG TRADE
has imposed a daily quota on the number of searches from an individual IP address in
order to avoid that the data content is downloaded in bulk and eventually resold or
offered to third country users). However, from some IP addresses many users would like
to access the MADB.

▪

More links for contact points for further information queries could be included. This
concerns both authorities in third countries and in the EU - at European, Member State
or perhaps even regional level.

▪

Information on security related issues. Users mentioned that these matters are likely to
pose barriers to exporters in future.

▪

Offering additional information on specific regulations that permit the use of a specific
tariff code in place of another. The conditions (i.e. the legal basis) under which particular
codes may be used currently have to be retrieved from other databases.

▪

More information on investment barriers and financial regulations/requirements in order
to help exporters, as the distinction between legal specifications and their on-the-ground
implementation is vital for exporters.
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There were also suggestions to link the database with the Export Helpdesk so that users will
be able to easily switch between tariffs and requirements for European export to third
countries and import to the EU - and potentially with other EU databases (e.g. the Technical
30
Barriers to Trade database operated by DG Enterprise and Industry ). As the rationale for
this, the user-friendliness of the MADB was mentioned: the stakeholders in favour of a
merger would prefer having access to all possible European trade-related databases through
this system.
‗Matchmaking‘ is an additional service sought after by many users. DG TRADE regularly
receives e-mails and calls from exporting companies searching for suitable business
partners (potential importers, clients). The Commission cannot provide such services
however; this is the domain of trade promotion agencies in the Member States and private
consultancies.
Stakeholders also advocated better promotion of the MADB: reaching out to a wider
audience and making them not only aware of the database but also communicating the
benefits of using it.

3.3

Reliability of the information provided

3.3.1

Stakeholder views on reliability
The general view of stakeholders is that the MADB (especially its ATD and EGIF sections)
are one of the most reliable tools that are available over the Internet. According to the online
survey, 65% of users had never encountered any inaccurate, outdated or incomplete
information. An additional 20% encountered such problems only very rarely. Answers do not
vary greatly across stakeholder groups. Only public authorities tend to encounter nonreliable information more frequently: 24% of them on an occasional basis, and 5% quite
often. This is explained by the patterns of usage. Public authorities use the Trade Barriers
Database more often, which no longer strives to be complete or fully up-to-date.
It appears that problems with reliability of information somewhat increase with overall user
experience with the MADB. As for the ―very experienced‖ subgroup, only 45% had never
encountered a problem. However, even among very experienced users, such problems
occur only rarely.
Figure 3.16 Frequency of inaccurate, not upto-date or incomplete information by
stakeholder group
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Figure 3.17 Frequency of inaccurate, not upto-date or incomplete information by level of
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Interviewees noted that the MADB offers reliable information on specific importing rules and
on applied tariffs that can only be obtained through very good local networks that are often
difficult to develop in certain countries. It was said that discrepancies between the data in the
ATD and EGIF sections and real life, if any, are owing to the time span needed to refresh
information on the MADB or to the fact that customs authorities on-the-ground are not
30
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applying the regulations correctly. The research work undertaken by the external contractors
is of good quality producing reliable results.
The reliability of information in other sections is, however, somewhat lower. Users have
noted that information from the Trade Barriers Database and the SPS Export Database is
often out of date, owing to infrequent updates.
3.3.2

Verification of sample data
As evident from the above, users of the database are convinced that the MADB is a very
reliable source of information, primarily with regard to the ATD and EGIF sections, which are
populated with information sourced from external contractors. To complement user opinion,
and in order to form an objective view of the reliability of these two key sections of the
MADB, a specific validation research was undertaken to verify the accuracy and timeliness
of data (a snapshot as of July 2011).
For the verification exercise, a sample was chosen from the MADB in the form of ―data
clusters‖: these are the entirety of tangible information in either the ATD or EGIF for a
specific third country and specific product group, comprising of at least three and up to 21
separate pieces of information (such as excise duties, customs clearance fees, trade
defence instruments, general and product-specific import documents). The ―Overview of
import formalities‖ section of EGIF was only checked for information that directly related to
an import document supplied.
The sample selected comprised a total of 30 data clusters with 242 individual pieces of
information, covering products from three sectors (wine, textiles and chemicals) and ten third
countries (Bahrain, China, Colombia, Iceland, India, Pakistan, Russia, South Africa, South
Korea and Switzerland). Verifying the authenticity of the sample was done through
capitalising on Copernicus International Consulting‘s information base and on contacts in
third countries.
The overall finding is that the MADB data is very accurate. Discrepancies between the
information observed on MADB and information observed on the ground were found in 9% of
cases, but the vast majority of these were either:

▪
▪
▪

very recent changes in third country regulations that also appeared on the MADB after
the next update;
version changes of import documents without any significant change in the content; or
cases where further information of relevance was available but was not included in the
MADB.

It is suspected that for some of the remaining, more significant discrepancies, the information
of the MADB is correct, whereas the data validation exercise has picked up incorrect
information from contacts or from websites of third country authorities (which are not
correctly updated, do not include all tariff elements that make up the applied rate without due
notification, or continue listing import documents that are not required anymore).
However, the verification also identified an output mismatch in EGIF in the case of wine
(2204) imports to Pakistan. Wine constitutes a prohibited import, whereas the MADB under
this heading refers to cement.
Table 3.1 below gives a summary of the results from the verification exercise. Most of the
differences identified concern import formalities. Possible discrepancies in the applied tariff
rate were found only in two cases in India (MFN duties as well as countervailing and
additional duties for essential oils and ball pen ink).
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Table 3.1 Discrepancies found between MADB data and on-the-ground information
Third country

Sector

Applied Tariffs Database

Exporter‟s Guide to
Import Formalities

No. of
MADB data

No. of
discrepancies

No. of
MADB data

No. of
discrepancies

Chemicals

3

-

-

-

Textiles

3

-

-

-

Chemicals

4

-

-

-

Textiles

4

-

-

-

Textiles (2)

4

-

-

-

Wine

5

-

19

2

Colombia

Wine

5

-

12

6

Iceland

Chemicals

4

-

17

2

India

Chemicals

6

2

13

2

Chemicals (2)

6

1

-

-

Textiles

6

-

-

-

Wine

6

-

-

-

Pakistan

Wine

5

-

14

2

Russia

Wine

5

-

21

1

Chemicals

4

-

-

-

Textiles

-

-

17

-

South Africa

Textiles

4

-

17

4

South Korea

Chemicals

5

-

-

-

Chemicals (2)

5

-

-

-

Textiles

5

-

-

-

Wine

-

-

14

-

Chemicals

6

-

-

-

Textiles

3

-

-

-

Bahrein

China

Switzerland

Source: GHK

3.3.3

The role of user feedback
The MADB is perceived by the EC as a collaborative tool, particularly where information on
trade barriers is concerned. Continuous feedback from exporters and stakeholders with onthe-ground experience (Member State public authorities, business associations) is very
important. However, this sort of collaboration does not seem to be working well.
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When they had encountered inaccurate,
outdated or incomplete information in the
MADB, 72% of the users did not report
this problem. Those who did report their
problem primarily informed the EC (in
70% of cases), mainly through the
contact form/e-mail on the MADB
website, or alternatively via other
channels such as by phone. The rest
either reported the issues to another
organisation, primarily a Member State
authority; or used several feedback
channels.
Export consultancies were the least
likely to report problems. This may
reflect a lack of motivation to improve
data that helps their competitors. Public
authorities tend to report their problems
much more often, with only 43% of
respondents declaring not having
reported them.

Figure 3.18 Reaction to inaccurate, not up-todate or incomplete information on the MADB
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4

User-friendliness of the database

4.1

Stakeholder views
On the whole, user feedback regarding the
user friendliness of the MADB was very
positive. Close to three-quarters of
respondents found the MADB rather or very
convenient to use, with no major differences
in opinion across stakeholder groups. The
proportion of ―rather satisfied‖ or ―very
satisfied‖ respondents varies from 60% for
trade advisors to 78% for business
representations.
All the sections of the MADB are also
generally perceived to be ―rather‖ or ‗very‖
user-friendly. This is especially true of the
Applied Tariffs Database (76% of
respondents) and the Exporter‘s Guide to
Import Formalities (72% of respondents).
The Complaint Register and the Statistical
Database are viewed to be a little less userfriendly, but 46% and 50% of respondents
(respectively) still reported them to be either
―rather‖ or ―very‖ convenient to use.
Respondents to the questionnaire made a
number of suggestions on how to make the
MADB more convenient to use. Many of
these revolved around the HS-code based
search facility of the MADB:

Figure 4.1 User-friendliness by stakeholder
group
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Figure 4.2 User-friendliness by section of
the MADB
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chapter. Currently these need to be
extracted one by one and the number of
requests is limited to a certain number per day, which slows down the data collection
process for many users.

▪

A built-in tool facilitating simultaneous multi-country or multi-tariff line searches for
specific HS codes were regarded as very useful and could save much time.

▪

It was suggested that in the Exporter‘s Guide to Import Formalities, references (web links
if possible) should be made to specific legal provisions mentioned.

▪

The possibility to download search results in Excel format, where applicable (e.g. for
applied tariff rates applying to specific product categories) was endorsed by many users.

▪

The provision of a ―printer friendly‖ alternative (preferably PDF format) for documents
contained in the Exporter‘s Guide to Import Formalities was also recommended.

▪

The Complaint Register was considered to be rather complex to use relative to other
sections of the MADB. In addition, it was noted that the content of this section did not
necessitate a complex introductory page (as is currently featured on the database).
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According to some respondents, more explanation could be offered focusing on novice
users. For instance, the term ―product code‖ could be explained in simple language on an
introductory page, indicating more clearly that ―code search‖ and ―keyword search‖ are
alternatives. Beginners could also be offered more help in identifying the HS code(s) most
relevant for their purposes.
In addition, the survey highlighted an issue with the accessibility of the database for nonEnglish speakers. Users recommended that the database could be made available in
multiple European languages (at the time of writing, it is available only in English, although
the User Guide is available in all official EU languages).
To complement the user survey, the research team also observed how experienced users with whom face-to-face interviews were conducted - search in the database. During the
interviews, they were asked to open the MADB on their computer and show the researcher
what information they requested and how they retrieved it. The main findings of this review
are summarised below:

▪

The keyword search tool was sometimes perceived to be unhelpful, as entry of only
certain words led to the desired information being found. At times, users reported that
the words required to access information were ―counter-intuitive‖ and had to be entered
only in specific formats (for instance, conducting a search for either of the words
―washing‖ or ―detergent‖ relating to Ghana in the Exporter‘s Guide to Import Formalities
leads to results, but a search for ―washing detergent‖ yields no results). It was also
suggested that keywords could be added to product categories to make searches easier
by bringing up a suggestion of other categories that might apply to a given search.

▪

Not all users are aware of the level of detail provided on the database (e.g. information
on internal taxes in the ATD which appear on a clickable subpage). Stakeholders use the
database to the best of their ability, but are not adequately aided by the website in terms
of identification of all options and resources available.

▪

The links that facilitate switching across different sections of the database for specific HS
codes are useful, but many users remain unaware of them and return to the home page
for each new search (i.e. even as regards different types of barriers pertaining to the
same codes).

▪

The User Guide, while offering useful pointers for each section of the MADB, remains a
fairly technical tool. It is helpful in explaining the contents of specific sections assuming
users know precisely what they are looking for (as opposed to merely having ―general‖
questions on, for instance, what import formalities are obligatory to exporting to a certain
third country and how to interpret the results from the EGIF). One of the data providers,
Mendel Verlag, has undertaken a pilot review of a more user-friendly guide instrument
focusing on clarity in explaining which phase of a market scan or export procedure would
be relevant to usage of the MADB. This strategy merits further consideration.

4.2

Assessment of usability and performance

4.2.1

Usability of the website
A technical desk-based analysis was also undertaken by an IT expert in order to assess the
overall usability and the Graphical User Interface (GUI) of the MADB website. This
subsection gives a summary of the findings (details were given in a technical annex
submitted to the Commission).
The analysis considered ways in which the usability of the MADB website could be improved
by focusing more on how users‘ experience as regards searching for information on the
website could be enhanced. Areas with a scope for development are presented and the
potential for improvement explained in the following box.
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Improvement of layout

▪

Navigation: The website currently features inconsistencies in terms of navigation. The page
headings on the top right do not correspond exactly to the page they link to. The case sensitivity
of links also changes within headings; in some instances the headings are capitalised and in
others they are not. More consistent page display formats and hyperlinking the MADB logo back
to the home page of the website are recommended (in addition to the ―HOME‖ link on the menu
list on the left side).

▪

Bread crumb navigation: A ―bread crumb‖ navigation system would facilitate user navigation
around the MADB portal. Such a tool would indicate which sections users had already visited
and reduce the number of clicks required to navigate across a set of links. For example, a user
viewing the results of a specific query could quickly amend the search by going back to the
search page with one click. This would also eliminate the need for the current ―Back‖ button
approach, which uses the ―JavaScript history -1‖ method and is sometimes problematic.

▪

Use of icons: The use of icons could help users interpret information more rapidly. This may be
helpful in overcoming, or at least circumventing, the linguistic barriers to MADB usage
highlighted by some users.

▪

Use of controls: Reducing the number of controls on a given web page would improve userfriendliness. For example, in using the Applied Tariffs Database, the user faces two input boxes
to conduct searches by HS code or Keyword. These controls could be consolidated into one
input box that accepts both HS codes and Keywords, identifying whether the input string is
numeric and of a specific length (indicative of HS codes). If the search string is not numeric then
the system could assume that it is a keyword. Larger, ―chunkier‖ controls would further improve
the usability of a page. All controls on a page should have appropriate HTML label tags.

▪

Reducing page clutter: Reducing page clutter could also make a web page easier to interpret,
especially for first-time users. One method involves integration of page control titles within
associated controls. For example, rather than using the space next to a textbox to describe the
textbox, the description could be integrated into the control in the form of a watermark which
disappears when selected

▪

Improvement in page placement and organisation consistency: Several search tools on the
database have similar input requirements, such as country, code or keyword. Consistent page
placement of these elements across all sections of the MADB would help the users interpret
pages quicker. Where search controls are specific to a section, tabbed browsing may be
employed to indicate the additional controls available.

Search and validation process

▪

The ability of users to access information via the MADB is currently heavily dependent on usage
of the right HS codes. This may adversely affect the rapidity of information access and overall
user experience. Using ―auto-suggest‖ techniques to help decrease the reliance on HS codes
could help improve user experience. For example, users should not be required to undertake
keyword searches in a separate popup window. The existing search textbox could be adapted to
auto-populate from the current list of keywords. Asynchronous technologies such as AJAX and
JSON could be used to offer such functionality.

▪

Currently, when a user conducts a search on the database, a new page comes up where the
search criterion is shown in text. The search controls are no longer available, which makes it
harder for users to change the search criteria as required to navigate back to the search form
page. Keeping the search controls on the same page as the results would allow users to modify
some or all of the search criteria more efficiently.

▪

Tabbed controls: As it stands, the MADB website has sub-navigation options at the top of the
page, above the search criteria after a search is conducted. Changing the aesthetics and
location of these options to a tabbed style control format would increase user friendliness of the
portal. Keeping the search controls consistently on top of a page, with tabs directly below the
controls, would be helpful in this regard. Using coloured tabs would also help create themes for
the type of information being displayed (e.g. information on applied tariffs could be displayed
under a blue theme grid). A similar approach is employed in the Export Helpdesk.

▪

Dynamic updates and display: Dynamic population or updating of controls as per user input
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would help improve usability. Once a user has selected an HS code or keyword, the system
could dynamically populate the selection with the relevant list of countries after the user exits the
control. This would reduce the number of options on the list and make the subsequent selection
easier.

▪

Tabs could be dynamically displayed depending on the search criteria available. For example, if
there have been no recent updates for a given search, the ―Recent Updates‖ tab need not be
displayed.

▪

Each section of the database could have varying search filters to account for specific types of
user input. In order to maintain overall functionality and the consistency of the website format,
additional filter controls could be added to relevant tabs as required.

▪

Validation of user inputs: Validation of user inputs improves not only the robustness and security
of an online system but also the overall user experience. When a user is populating or navigating
relevant sections of the site, real time client validation enhances site usability. For example, if the
user is expected to input information in a certain format or up to a specific length, validating this
input immediately after the user has exited the control would alert the user to an error or problem
more efficiently relative to validating several controls once the ―Submit‖ or ―Search‖ icon has
been clicked. However, client validation should not be included in the security mechanism of a
system. Ultimately, all validation required by the system must take place on the ―server side‖ to
ensure its integrity prior to processing.

Search storage functionalities

▪

Stateless searches: The website currently uses various web state management methods to
generate results for user searches, including the use of Sessions and Cookies. These methods
limit the utility of a search by preventing users from storing the search as a URL. If a user wished
to store a certain search as a bookmark within their browser for future reference or email a
search link to their colleague, this would not be possible within the current site. Changing the
state management methods to take this into account would make the system more flexible and
user-friendly.

▪

Search storage: The ability to store more recently conducted searches could enhance the speed
with which users conduct searches. Furthermore, offering users the option to quickly change the
queries in a search and then revert back to a previous search would enhance flexibility and
efficiency. Such information could also be stored in a Cookie, so that a user returning to the site
in a new browser session would find it easy to navigate to information that had been accessed
previously. Allowing users to personalise the website interface without requiring logging in would
be an additional improvement.

Notification and print options

▪

RSS feeds: The use of RSS feeds would help to keep users up to date with new changes. This
would be ideal for the ―Last Updates‖ section of the website, where users could subscribe to a
RSS XML feed. Such links would alert users to relevant changes and could integrate links to
further information. RSS feeds could also be integrated into the search mechanism. A user may
be interested in a specific topic, in which case the ability to keep up with changes in the area
concerned would be beneficial.

▪

Print option: Offering users the option to conveniently print out a page of information could be
helpful, especially vis-à-vis text-heavy pages. A printer-friendly option could ensure that each
page is optimised for the content it displays, removing other unnecessary information such as
menu systems, headers and footers. Such functionality could be achieved through a printoptimised Cascading Style Sheet (CSS).

▪

PDF export option: The ability to export information to an offline format could be helpful in terms
of allowing users to view and peruse large or text-heavy documents without having to be online.
This could also be made the ―preferred option‖ in a bid to reduce the requirement to print out
documents, which entails added printing charges and environmental costs. The Adobe PDF
format is ideal for this purpose.

In summary, refinements in the web design and navigation are recommended, including the
use of tabs, icons, colours, and a simpler and more consistent use of controls. Furthermore,
suggestions include the revision of search functionalities.
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4.2.2

Performance of the website
The research team also undertook a performance analysis of the MADB website. The review
focused on two major performance indices:

▪

Response times of the website: The general site performance is good. Pages render
quickly and searches yield results in split-second response times. This is largely because
site operations have been based on a sound architecture of Oracle 11g databases, with
Java being the server-side technology.

▪

Trends in website usage: The preferred web statistics package was Google Analytics, as
it gives rich information about keywords used to find the site, bounce rates, percentage
of new visits and similar indicators. Unfortunately, the research team was unable to
implement this method owing to data protection issues. The use of other website
monitoring tools such as www.alexa.com did not yield additional insights.

Custom site statistics provided by DG TRADE (in Annex 1) have helped identify the site
usage from 2008 and 2010.
The analysis also considered ways in which performance of the MADB website could be
enhanced. This involved an evaluation of the website architecture in order to gauge the
efficacy of processes that could be built into the website to ensure better quality of results.
The findings of this exercise are described in the box below:
Search engine optimisation (SEO)
Search engine optimisation (SEO): Improving the visibility of a website to search engines can
increase usage. Many users rely on search engines such as Google to access information. If such
engines are not able to index or access a system, the discovery of a system by new users tends to
be limited.
The MADB website performs well on searches for ―MADB‖ within search engines such as Google.
However, it does not fare so well when searching for more content specific terms such as ―Chine
trade barriers‖ (see specific findings on a Google search exercise in Section 6). There are several
improvements the MADB site could implement to be better optimised for search engines, such as:

▪

Title Tags: There is room for better use of HTML page title tags. The website currently only uses
―Market Access Database‖ as its title tag throughout the site. This could be improved by making
the page title tags relevant to the sections e.g. Applied Tariffs, Statistics etc. When a search is
conducted, the search criteria could also be included within the title tag (e.g. Applied Tariffs –
Live Animals in France).

▪

Re-writing URLs: The rewriting of URLs can help simplify complex web addresses. For instance,
the link www.domainame.com/search.html?country=11&code=10992 could be converted to
www.domainame.com/search/france/computers to enhance user friendliness.

▪

XML Site Map: The addition of an XML sitemap with links to content within the MADB website
would help search engines to index the content more effectively. Creating deep links in searches
would help dynamic data to become more visible.

▪

Meta tags: The inclusion of dynamically populated meta tags within the code of the website (as
per the content being displayed) would also be helpful. Although most search engines do not use
meta tags to rank content, it is still good practice to use them as the description in the meta tag
could be shown to users when displaying results within a search engine.

▪

W3C Compliant Code: Ensuring that MADB web pages adhere to W3C coding compliance
would not only help with search engines but also in terms of browser compatibility and
accessibility.

Social media options
Social media have become powerful tools to reach out to Internet users. Social media tools such as
Facebook, Twitter, LinkedIn and Wikipedia attract large number of users not currently aware of the
MADB. No MADB profiles or postings were found on www.LinkedIn.com or on www.wikipedia.org.
The relevance of, and need for, creating accounts for or articles of the MADB should be investigated
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by the Commission.
Logging of user click behaviour
The manner in which a user conducted a search (e.g. for a country, by applying various filters,
viewing only information on specific barriers and then choosing to export the results of a certain
search etc.) is already tracked by unique IP or by user if cookies are allowed on (and not deleted
from) on the user‘s computer. However, more comprehensive logging of user behaviour while they
are accessing the MADB website would help to identify not only which sections are most popular, but
also factors such as the duration of visits and how users varied their searches. Creating a ―footprint‖
for each click could help create user profiles and identify search traits. For confidentiality reasons,
such monitoring could be made anonymous by using search tokens to track information rather than
IP addresses and other more specific web characteristics. Users could also be informed that such
monitoring was being undertaken purely in order to enhance the quality of user experience in future.
The identification of searches that did not yield any information would be very useful in the continual
development of the system. Regular analysis of this data could help identify gaps in information
provision and become an indicator of the quality and reliability of information provided by the MADB.
Error monitoring
If a user encounters an error in using the MADB website, an alert is created and logged on the
server‘s logs. To complement this, alerts could be set up by ensuring that an email containing the
relevant error information is sent automatically to the website administrator. This would allow the site
administrator to be notified regarding errors in real time, which would facilitate that errors were
promptly addressed.

As a concluding remark: the MADB website was developed in 2003 and is based on IT
solutions characteristic of that time. New technologies have appeared on the market since
which could be considered at an update of the MADB site in the near future.
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5

Competing and complementary services

5.1

Use of alternative services
The MADB is not the only Internet tool supplying trade-related information to exporters,
consultancies, public authorities or business representations. There are many websites and
databases around Europe and in other countries of the world offering similar services.
Overall, the MADB is a unique source of
information for 43% of respondents, whilst
around the same proportion of respondents
uses other free of charge sources of
information as well. Only 10% of the
respondents pay for
alternative/complementary sources of
information. Patterns of use of other
sources of information are homogenous
across all stakeholder groups: exporters,
business representations, export
consultancies or public authorities.
However, the results for exporters reveal
some marked differences when broken
down by size class: micro-enterprises tend
to use the MADB only (63% of
respondents), whereas only 33-40% of
other enterprise size classes rely
exclusively on the MADB. Also, large
enterprises seem to be much more willing to
use fee-based services (19% of
respondents) than others.

Figure 5.1 Use of other similar online
databases or websites
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The websites or tools offering information
on trade that respondents use most
Yes (free of charge)
Yes (fee based)
No
frequently in addition to the MADB are listed
in the box below. Most of these sources are
Source: GHK
available for the general public free of
charge, only a few of them are subscription-based. Within the two groups, the services are
listed in decreasing order of popularity (based on how often they were mentioned in the
online user survey).

Free databases
TARIC (Online Customs Tariff Database) (www.taric.net)
Provides an integrated overview of measures in the domain of tariff, commercial and agricultural
legislation; its objective is to promote uniformity in application across Member States and to facilitate
data compilation on the relevant measures.
WITS (WTO World Integrated Trade Solution) (http://wits.worldbank.org/wits/index.html)
Online portal launched and managed by the World Bank in collaboration with a range of UN agencies
- it yields access to data on trade flows and tariff and non-tariff barriers to trade compiled via four
major trade databases - UN COMTRADE, TRAINS and the IDB and CTS databases.
WTO Tariff Download Facility (http://tariffdata.wto.org)
Provides users access to comprehensive data on tariff levels (MFN/ non-MFN applied and bound
tariffs) applicable in all WTO member countries.
WTO TBT Information Management System (http://tbtims.wto.org)
Provides companies with access to information on technical barriers to trade in force in third
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countries and any progress made on dismantling these.
Eurostat‘s ComExt database (http://epp.eurostat.ec.europa.eu/newxtweb)
Compiles data on intra- and extra-EU trade flows (imports and exports) as per a range of product
codes (including HS6 and SITC).
UnctadStat database (United Nations Conference on Trade and Development)
(http://unctadstat.unctad.org)
Presents statistics on international trade flows (in merchandise and services) and MFN bound and
applied tariff levels, as well as other key economic indicators (e.g. foreign direct investment levels,
maritime transport etc).
WCO (World Customs Organisation) National and International Customs Tariff database
(http://www.wcoomd.org/tariff)
Provides information on tariff levels and customs related formalities for 55 countries.
The United Nation‘s Comtrade database (http://comtrade.un.org)
APEC (Asia-Pacific Economic Cooperation) Tariff Database
(http://www.apec.org/Groups/Committee-on-Trade-and-Investment/Rules-of-Origin/WebTR.aspx)
BITD (International Customs Tariff Bureau) (www.bitd.org)
BusinessEurope website (http://www.businesseurope.eu/content/default.asp?PageID=585)
MANTA information on US small business (http://www.manta.com)

Subscription-based services
UNITC Market Access Map (United Nation‘s International Trade Center) (http://www.macmap.org/)
Information on import duties, quotas, anti-dumping duties, Rules of Origin and Certificates of Origin.
The service is free of charge for users located in developing countries.
UNITC Trade Map statistics (http://www.trademap.org)
Information on tariffs, trade flows and strategic market trends (exporters‘ market shares, import
concentration data, competition, product diversification etc). The service is free of charge for users
located in developing countries.
MendelOnline (https://www.mendel-online.eu)
Subscription-based services from the main supplier of the MADB; containing information on
nomenclatures; tariff rates; import formalities (comparable to the MADB); as well as additional
information on rules of origin.
Customs Info (http://www.customsinfo.com/ind_importexport.aspx)
Information on import duties and import formalities in third markets; selected additional details (e.g.
on market competition) are also offered
GTIS, the Global Trade Atlas (http://www.gtis.com/GTA)
Data on global merchandise trade flows (statistics on import/ export flows up to HS6 – in terms of
value, quantity, unit price etc) and on market trends (market shares, competition etc)
Euromonitor International (http://www.euromonitor.com)
Strategic market information/ insights on competition/ industry trends (by industry/ country/ company)
Croner's Reference Book for Exporters
(http://www.croner.co.uk/croner/productDetails/category/managing_org/international_trade/product/R
eference_Book_for_Exporters)
Information on customs tariffs and a range of export formalities (e.g. export controls, customs
procedures, certificates of origin, currency and banking information). Only hard copy available.
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A review of above subscription-based services shows that annual fees vary between ca.
€850-900 to €4,000; and may go even up to €10,000 for a national licence for the UNITC
databases (see Table 5.1). The variation is partly explained by differences in the information
content stored in the databases. The service offered by MendelOnline—with an annual
subscription fee of €4,000 for its Customs Tariffs and Import Formalities modules—is the
most expensive option for regular organisations but it is also the most comparable to the
MADB, given that Mendel Verlag supplies almost the same data to the EC. GTIS offers
licences for data on specific third countries and product groups, and MendelOnline also
provides the opportunity to pay per individual query (€5 or €10).
Table 5.1 Subscription fees for selected alternative services

31
32

Service

Fee/ pricing information*

Limitation
on number
of queries

UNITC Market Access
Map

National License: €10,890 (first year) with an additional
optional charge of €1,452 for homepage customisation
and an annual renewal fee of €8,706. For governmental
departments and governmental Trade Support
Institutions: access details may be distributed to any
user within the country.
Institutional License: €900. This applies to companies,
NGOs, training and research institutions and
universities: access is subscriber-specific and can not
be shared with other organisations.
Licences allow access to all UNITC market analysis
tools: the Market Access Map, the Trade Map, the
Product Map and the Investment Map. UNITC provides
a one-week free trial access. The service is free of
charge for users located in developing countries.

No

UNITC Trade Map
statistics

(see above)

No

MendelOnline

Standard Subscriptions: €2,500 for the Customs
Tariffs module; €2,500 for the Import Formalities section
(4,000 for both); and €250 for Rules of Origin module.
Single Country Subscriptions: €250
Single queries: €5 in the Customs Tariffs module; €10
in the Import Formalities module.
Special pricing for multiple licences.

No

Customs Info

Standard Import Subscription: €867 (€160 per
additional user)
Premium Subscription: €2,541 (€1,089 per additional
user)
In addition, the site offers product-specific pricing as
31
well

No

GTIS (Global Trade Atlas)

No ‗standard‘ rate; subscription charges vary depending
on the number of reporting countries; the number of 6digit commodity codes; and the frequency of data
updates per year. For instance, the fee is €240 for one
6-digit HS product group, for four countries, with
updates on a biannual basis.

No

Euromonitor
International

Reports are priced differently as per industry/ country/
32
company ; access to statistical data (downloadable in

n/a (individual
reports)

See http://www.customsinfo.com/downloads/CI%20Catalog_Jan%2011.pdf for additional details
See http://www.euromonitor.com/solutions for details
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MS Excel format) provided free of charge with certain
33
reports For instance the Passport Wine Global report
of Nov 2010 is available for ca. €37,300.
Croner's Reference
Book for Exporters

Annual subscription fee: €865 (€955 including UK VAT
and postage charges). This includes monthly updates,
regular newsletters and access to a business support
helpline.

n/a (hard copy)

*Values are expressed in euros at market exchange rates as of 21 October 2011

The Internet services listed above are accessible and advertised at an international level,
and thus address a global audience. They are complemented by a number of services
targeting mostly companies within their own country. Services mentioned by MADB users
with a complementary or substitute role, operating at the national level are the following:
Free services
AICEP, Portugal (http://www.portugalglobal.pt/EN/Pages/Home.aspx)
ICEX, Spain (www.icex.es)
Camaras database, Spain (http://www.docupais.camaras.org/)
German Customs Administration (http://www.zoll.de/DE/Home/home_node.html)
Germany Trade and Invest (www.gtai.com)
Office of Textiles and Apparel (OTEXA), Department of Commerce, USA (http://otexa.ita.doc.gov/)
Business Link, UK (http://www.businesslink.gov.uk)
EVD, Netherlands (http://www.hollandtrade.com)
Irish Exporters Association (http://www.irishexporters.ie/)
Swedish Trade Council (www.swedishtrade.se)
Bundesamt für Wirtschaft und Ausfuhrkontrolle (Federal Office of Economics and Export Control),
Germany (www.bafa.de)
Schede Export, Italy (www.schedeexport.it)
Subscription-based services
Ubifrance - Hotline Reglementaire et juridique (http://www.ubifrance.fr/prestations/conseil/droitreglementation/hotline-reglementaire-et%20juridique.html)
Konsulats- und Mustervorschriften (offline)
(http://www.dieckmann-verlag.de/shop_content.php?coID=27)
Netherlands Centre for the Promotion of Imports from developing countries (CBI) database
34
(http://www.cbi.eu/?pag=1)

In addition, websites from third countries customs authorities were also being checked as
these often provide more details about specific regulations in applied tariffs.

33

See http://www.euromonitor.com/terms-and-conditions
The Netherlands Centre for the Promotion of Imports from developing countries (CBI) database covers imports
to the EU. The database is free only for exporters based in lower income countries (and is therefore subscription
based for others).
34
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5.2

Review of selected alternative services
In order to compare the content, design and user-friendliness of the MADB to competitor or
complementary websites, a selection of alternative Internet services was reviewed and
assessed. The online databases reviewed, with a short description of the contents, are listed
in Table 5.2.
Table 5.2 List of alternative services reviewed
Service (weblink)

Content and weblink

A. Competitor services
1. Export.gov

Export.gov is an online service managed by the International
Trade Administration, an authority operating under the U.S.
Department of Commerce. Initiated as a portal for promoting
customer service vis-à-vis businesses interacting with the
Federal Government in the US, it is now a broad-based offering
encompassing resources under the purview of different US
public-sector authorities seeking to assist US exporters in
accessing global markets. It provides information on a range of
issues relating to trade, including export finance, agricultural
export formalities and intellectual property rules.
http://export.gov/index.asp

2. WTO World Integrated Trade
Solution (WITS)

The World Integrated Trade Solution (WITS) is an online portal
launched and managed by the World Bank in collaboration with a
range of UN agencies, including the United Nations Conference
on Trade and Development (UNCTAD) and the World Trade
Organisation (WTO). It yields access to data on trade flows and
tariff and non-tariff barriers to trade compiled via four major trade
databases - UN COMTRADE, TRAINS and the IDB and CTS
databases. WITS is an evolving tool which currently facilitates
data consultation, simulation and extraction.
http://wits.worldbank.org/wits/index.html

3. WTO Tariff Download Facility

The Tariff Download Facility is software that aims to provide
users access to comprehensive data on tariff levels applicable in
all WTO member countries. The data pertain to Most Favoured
Nation (MFN) applied and bound tariffs as well as, where
relevant, non-MFN tariffs granted by countries to select trading
partners. The website permits downloads of the data required by
users in a range of formats and for multiple reporting countries
and products.
http://tariffdata.wto.org

4. International Customs Tariffs
Bureau (BITD)

Translation and publication of international customs tariffs is
undertaken by the International Customs Tariffs Bureau (BITD).
The Bureau produces the International Customs Journal in the
five major trading languages: English, French, German, Italian
and Spanish.
http://www.bitd.org/Homepage.aspx

5. Market Access Map

The Market Access Map presents information on trade flows and
import duties and certain non-tariff barriers (NTBs) to trade in
place in over 180 importing countries. Operated by the
International Trade Centre (ITC), the Map may be used free of
charge by users in developing countries, while users in
developed countries must pay subscription fees to access it
(following a free one-week trial). The Map aims to assist
exporters, importers and other stakeholders in international trade
to be better informed vis-à-vis tariff levels and specific other
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barriers to trading at the international level (e.g. anti-dumping
duties and rules of origin).
http://www.macmap.org/Index.aspx
6. Spanish Ministry of Foreign
Trade

The Spanish Ministry of Foreign Trade operates a free-of-charge
online portal targeting Spanish exporters. To help exporters in
Spain access markets outside the EU, this website provides
information pertaining to tariff rates and select other barriers to
trade in force in third countries.
http://www.barrerascomerciales.es/Default.aspx

7. Ubifrance - Hotline
Reglementaire et juridique

Ubifrance operates a subscription-based service targeted at
French exporters. It seeks to better inform subscribers vis-à-vis
tariff levels and import formalities and procedures enforced by
third countries.
http://www.ubifrance.fr/prestations/conseil/droitreglementation/hotline-reglementaire-et%20juridique.html

8. Netherlands Centre for the
Promotion of Imports from
developing countries (CBI)
database

The Centre for the Promotion of Imports from Developing
Countries (CBI) of the Netherlands manages a database targeted
at exporters based in third countries. The online service,
available free of charge for exporters based in lower income
countries, facilitates access to documentation relating to import
procedures applied by the EU to its imports from third countries
and other trade-related issues.
http://www.cbi.eu

9. Technical Barriers to Trade
(TBT) Agreement Database

The Technical Barriers to Trade (TBT) Agreement Database,
maintained by DG Enterprise and Industry, aims to provide
companies access to information on technical barriers to trade in
force in third countries and any progress made on dismantling
the same. The wider goal is to strengthen the TBT Agreement,
which seeks to ensure that regulations, standards and testing
and conformity procedures to not create unnecessary obstacles
to international trade.
http://tbtims.wto.org

10. WTO TBT Information
Management System

The TBT Information Management System is an online system
that facilitates access to documents and records relevant under
the WTO Agreement on Technical Barriers to Trade (the TBT
Agreement). It seeks to emphasise transparency in the
publishing of information pertaining to draft technical regulations
and conformity assessment procedures on the part of WTO
member countries.
http://tbtims.wto.org

11. Temporary Trade Barriers
Database (TTDB)

The Temporary Trade Barriers Database (TTDB) features
information on the use of four types of trade barriers:
antidumping, countervailing duties, China-specific transitional
safeguard measures and global safeguard measures. The
information provided relates to 30 national governments' use of
the measures specified and accounts for over 95% of worldwide
usage of these four barrier types.
http://econ.worldbank.org

12. Office of the United States
Trade Representative – Reports

The Office of the United States Trade Representative (USTR)
publishes a series of reports outlining the major trade barriers
faced by US companies in exporting to other countries. The
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reports discuss not only import-policy related barriers (such as
tariffs and import licensing) but also other barriers such as export
subsidies, public procurement issues and investment barriers, as
well as barriers to trade in services.
http://www.ustr.gov/about-us/press-office/reports-andpublications/2010
13. WTO SPS Information
Management System

The SPS Information Management System is an online system
that facilitates access to documents and records relevant under
the WTO Agreement on the Application of Sanitary and
Phytosanitary Measures (the SPS Agreement). Its major
objective is to enhance transparency vis-à-vis SPS measures
notified by member countries to the WTO and to facilitate
information sharing and tracking in this area.
http://spsims.wto.org

14. Agricultural Market Access
Database (AMAD)

The Agricultural Market Access Database (AMAD) is the result of
a joint initiative between the Canadian Government, the
European Commission, the US Government and a group of
international organisations (the World Bank, the OECD, the FAO
and the UNCTAD). It provides information on different types of
tariff levels, exchange rates and import volume and value
estimates relevant to trade in agricultural products.
http://www.amad.org

B. Complementary services
15. Export Helpdesk

Launched in 2004, the Export Helpdesk is an online information
portal operated by the European Commission to help businesses
based in third countries to export to EU markets. It provides
potential exporters information pertaining to applied tariff rates,
taxation regulations, EU import formalities, preferential trade
agreements (PTAs) between the EU and selected third countries
and trade flows (exports and imports in terms of value and
quantity) between the EU and third countries. It is therefore a
complementary service to the Commission‘s Market Access
Database (MADB), a database targeted at exporters within the
EU who seek to export to third country markets.
http://exporthelp.europa.eu/thdapp/index_en.html

16. Online Customs Tariff
Database (TARIC)

The Online Customs Tariff Database (TARIC) provides an
integrated overview of measures in the domain of tariff,
commercial and agricultural legislation. Its objective is to promote
uniformity in application across Member States and to facilitate
data compilation on the relevant measures.
http://ec.europa.eu/taxation_customs/dds2/taric

17. European Binding Tariff
Information (EBTI)

The European Tariff Binding Information (EBTI) system,
maintained by DG TAXUD, aims to facilitate access for a range
of stakeholders to the appropriate tariff classifications for goods
meant for imports or exports. This helps operators to be certain
about the legally binding tariff classification of their products.
http://ec.europa.eu/taxation_customs/dds2/ebti

18. DG TAXUD Tariff Quotas

DG TAXUD of the European Commission manages a database
pertaining to tariff quotas on the EUROPA website. This tool
yields the balances of each tariff quota applicable in the current
year and the preceding year (tariff quotas being the limits
imposed on the quantities of imports eligible for reductions in
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customs duty payments).
http://ec.europa.eu/taxation_customs/dds2/taric

The above services were assessed in terms of their overall user-friendliness, search
functions, information content, as well as timeliness. The main findings are summarised on
the following pages (detailed results of the review were submitted to the Commission in a
technical annex).
5.2.1

Overall user-friendliness
Nearly all of the services assessed had brief explanatory sections that were made prominent
up front (usually on the home page). Only eight (out of 18), however, offered detailed user
guides, and only in five cases was this guide offered in languages other than English. The
maximum number of languages in which the user guide was offered by an alternative service
was four - the MADB is clearly superior in this aspect as its user guide has been made
available in all 27 EU Member State languages. Furthermore, the MADB offers users the
ability to seamlessly manoeuvre across different sections such as applied tariffs, import
formalities and trade- flow statistics, with single clicks once a certain combination of HS code
and third country has been entered; this feature was absent in all the alternative tools. Unlike
the MADB, the majority of other services fail to separate basic information from extraneous
details, which often leads to the problem of ―information overload‖, resulting in key numbers
or details being lost owing to too much information being presented simultaneously.
On the other hand, a half of the alternative services assessed (nine out of 18) were usable in
more than one language, with three available for use in as many as 21 languages (English
and 20 other European languages). This is a potential area of future improvement for the
MADB - stakeholder responses to the consultation survey also suggest that making the
MADB available in multiple European languages would go a long way in making it more
popular and user-friendly.

5.2.2

Search functions: Applied tariffs and Import formalities
As regards the search functions offered for applied tariff levels and import formalities, most
of the alternative services reviewed offered databases that were searchable by target
country. The majority were also searchable by HS code, although only a half offered the
option of browsing through HS codes to arrive at the desired product category. Only four of
the 18 alternatives had inbuilt keyword search tools to search for the HS codes
corresponding to specific product categories (such as that offered by the MADB).
As a result, on the whole, the search functionality offered by the MADB was assessed to be
better than most alternatives, with one important exception: the MADB does not allow for
multi-product and multi-country searches, which facilitate comparisons across countries and
product groups and lead to significant time savings for the user. These features were found
to be available on six (out of 18) alternative services.

5.2.3

Search functions: Statistical database
In terms of data on trade flow statistics, the search functionality offered on the Statistical
Database section of the MADB was visibly superior to equivalent offerings of alternative
websites. Only six (out of 18) of the alternative services considered had sections devoted to
trade flow statistics, and only three of these allowed for browsing by HS code as well as
keywords. Only two services afforded the opportunity to view data on trade flows in value
and quantity terms, as the MADB Statistical Database does (the remaining four only
presented information in value terms). The time series coverage available on the MADB
(2002-2010) was superior to that offered by its competitors (in one instance, a service made
data available for the 1995-2001 period, but on the other hand the latest figures it presented
applied to 2005 and were therefore fairly dated).
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As mentioned in Section 5.2.2 above, the incorporation of multi-product and multi-country
search functions is a recommendation for future development of the database (at present,
only one alternative site offers multi-country searching and two permit multi-product
searches).
5.2.4

Information content: Applied tariffs
As regards the information content on applied tariffs, alternative services to the MADB
typically explain the duties applied to different products (e.g. ad valorem rates applicable), as
done by the MADB Applied Tariffs Database. However, the additional information provided
by the MADB on potential trade defence measures enforced in target markets is an
advantage relative to most competitor offerings. None of the competitor services reviewed
featured details pertaining to scheduled changes to tariff levels abroad.
In terms of areas of potential improvement for the MADB, apart from the already cited
features of multi-product and multi-country searches, it is worth noting that a few alternative
offerings make it possible for users to download the information they provide in a format
suitable for further analysis (e.g. in MS Excel files).

5.2.5

Information content: Import formalities
The information provided by the MADB on import formalities in third countries (in the
Exporter‘s Guide to Import Formalities section) was assessed to be clearly superior to the
average alternative service. The majority of the alternatives available online focused on
specific types of import formalities (such as technical regulations, SPS measures), as
opposed to the Exporter‘s Guide, which seeks to provide an exhaustive review of all import
formalities enforced in third countries. Indeed, the most popular alternative resources in this
area were printed publications rather than online tools. The breadth of information provided
by the Exporter‘s Guide on issues such as labelling requirements and rules of origin is
virtually unparalleled. Furthermore, unlike the Guide, alternatives typically do not provide
sample documents for users to view, and therefore do not shed light on how forms and other
documentation relevant to exporters could or should be effectively addressed. Nor is any
indication of (scheduled) upcoming amendments to formalities usually made available.
The MADB could, therefore, further improve its offering only in select respects relative to the
alternatives. For instance, one website allows for downloading of the information provided in
MS Word format, while another allows for multi-product and multi-country searches. A
service complementary to the MADB provides a useful overview of more commonly
encountered formalities, which could help ensure users do not ignore vital issues while
attending to less significant details. Coverage of material pertaining to formalities that are
increasingly emerging as important barriers but are not always highlighted by the Guide as it
stands (for instance, rules pertaining to public procurement and export subsidies and
subjective information on corruption levels or in specific jurisdictions) could be an additional
area of improvement.

5.2.6

Information content: Statistical database
The information provided by the MADB Statistical Database is superior to the competition in
several respects. As previously specified, only six (out of 18) alternative services reviewed
provided information on trade flow statistics, and the majority of these were not convenient to
use from the point of view of switching between alternative product codes or target countries.
The Statistical Database, on the other hand, makes it relatively easy to make comparisons
between trade flows pertaining to different country pairs and rapidly gain a ―snapshot‖ of the
desired information, in value and quantity terms alike.
The MADB could, however, benefit by incorporating data pertaining to re-export and reimport estimates for different product groups, which is a useful additional feature of one
competitor offering. Further advantages visible on alternative websites concerned the
incorporation of multi-product and multi-country search functionality and the facilitation of
information download in analysis-friendly formats (such as MS Excel and MS Access).
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5.2.7

Timeliness
The research team found the MADB to be substantially more up-to-date on the whole
relative to the alternative services reviewed. A half of the alternatives considered specified,
as the MADB does, when the information they made available had last been updated.
However, in most cases, the latest update was found to have been made a few months prior
to the date of assessment. Only two websites specified that their information was updated
daily, which the data providers to the MADB profess to do. Moreover, unlike the MADB,
competitors typically do not specify, even in brief, the nature of the information provided or
modified by the most recent updates.
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6

Promotion and public awareness

6.1

Current promotion activities
A variety of activities are carried out both by the European Commission and other
stakeholders in order to promote the MADB, the most common of which are:

▪

A link to the database available from the website of DG TRADE;

▪

An agreement with other organisations, authorities, business representations and local
branches of the Enterprise Europe Network that they would include a link on their
websites;

▪

Presentations on the MADB during conferences and seminars related to market access
(in Brussels and, when invited, in Member States);

▪

References in its brochures.

However, it seems that the opportunities to reach out directly European exporters are limited.
Commission promotion activities can more easily target public administration and business
associations, who also constitute target groups of the database: indeed, the Commission has
active and direct contacts with them. But there no direct links usually with exporters and
export consultancies. Therefore, the EC is relying heavily on business representations,
Member State authorities and other stakeholders on-the-ground to promote the MADB
amongst companies.
With regard to other actors (public-sector,
business associations etc.), the survey
informs us about the types of activities
they carry out to promote the MADB. Only
a small proportion (9%, equivalent to four
stakeholders) reported that that they do
not inform exporters about the MADB.
Respondents who do promote the
database usually use a combination of
several channels:

▪

▪

The most popular way to inform
stakeholders is during one-to-one
consultations (quoted by 67% of
respondents);
Putting a link to the MADB on their
website (just over half of
respondents);

Figure 6.1 Channels through which public
authorities and business representations
inform exporters of the MADB
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▪

Mentioning the MADB during events (reported by 42% respondents);

▪

Referencing the MADB in information material (reported by 33% of respondents).

▪

Informing other relevant organisations with closer links to exporters (close to one- third of
respondents).

Export consultancies and public authorities use mostly the same means to inform exporters
about the MADB. The only difference is that public authorities are more likely to use
channels such as newsletters compared with export consultancies (40% of respondents
versus 26%).
It should be noted though that voluntary online surveys are normally completed by the more
active users. We can thus assume that the proportion of public authorities and business
representations promoting the MADB is lower than the survey results might suggest.
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6.2

Level of public awareness

6.2.1

Stakeholder views on public awareness
Irrespective of a probable underestimation of the number of visitors in Section 2.3, the
number of users of the MADB is - in the opinion of all stakeholders asked - definitely not
reaching expectations. Usage does not appear to have increased much in recent years
despite a general increase in Internet use in all domains.
The number of unique visitors in 2010 (26,018), especially the sample-based estimation for
the number of exporting companies (14,310) is not commensurate with the hundreds or
thousands of businesses for which the service would be of value.
In addition, stakeholders interviewed assessed the overall level of knowledge of the
existence of the database as being low. With regard to SMEs, it was confirmed that the
overall level of awareness of support tools available to them at EU as well as Member State
35
level is limited: a survey showed in particular that SMEs were heavily unaware (84%) of the
public support programmes for internationalisation (including external trade) It is interesting
to note though that companies from the Benelux states and Spain, as well as Poland scored
higher than the average, whilst companies from France and the United Kingdom were the
least informed.
Exporters‘ awareness of the MADB also
appears to be low. More than half of the
respondents considered exporters were
either not at all aware of the database or
only aware to a limited extent. Another third
of respondents qualified the awareness
level as average.
This assessment is similar for all the types
of respondent types, with no respondents
stating that the exporters were well aware of
the database: although public authorities
rated the highest the level of awareness,
only slightly more than half (55%) reported
the awareness level as above average. The
export consultancies reported the lowest
level of awareness (33% above average).
As for business representations, 44% had
an ―above average‖ level of awareness.

Figure 6.2 Awareness level of exporters
according to other stakeholder groups
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The level of awareness of target groups depends not only on the efforts for promotion made
by DG TRADE, but also on the involvement of Member State authorities, notably business
representations, public trade promotion agencies, acting as ―multipliers‖ of this information.
Nevertheless, the most common way by which respondents learnt about the MADB was
reported as being through the EC itself (one-quarter of respondents). Business
representations also play an important role in this, as one-fifth of respondents discovered the
MADB through a business association, a chamber of commerce or a trade association.
Another one-fifth of respondents found the MADB as a result of their own search, usually on
the Internet.
Other possible routes to the MADB include public authorities, trade promotion agencies and
business partners. Private export advisors and trade consultancies do not seem to be among
the prime awareness-raisers - only 4% of respondents claim to have discovered the MADB
through them. Barely 2% of respondents quote alternative means of learning about the
MADB, such as schools or by word of mouth.
35

European Commission, Internationalisation of European Commission, prepared by EIM for DG Enterprise,
2010, http://ec.europa.eu/enterprise/policies/sme/marketaccess/files/internationalisation_of_european_smes_final_en.pdf
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Different types of stakeholders often learn
about the MADB by different means. Only
15% of exporters become familiar with the
MADB directly through the EC; the majority
find out about it through their own searches
(25%). Business representations play a
limited role (20%) in directing them to the
service, while business partners account for
17%.
Among public authorities, however, the EC
is the main conduit to the MADB (64% of
respondents). The EC and public authorities
also play a key role in informing export
consultancies: together they informed more
than half of the 25 respondents. Business
representations tend to be informed of the
MADB by other business representations
(40%).

Figure 6.3 Channels to learn about the
MADB
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Source: GHK
promotion agencies are not promoting the
MADB well enough. This issue was
analysed more in depth through two investigation tools: (i) a web-based review of ―backlinks‖
- links on other websites or electronic documents stored on the Internet which lead visitors to
the MADB; and (ii) through a ―mystery shopping‖ exercise where the study team called a
sample of public agencies across the EU active in trade promotion with a trade-related
problem to explore whether they made any reference to the MADB. The findings are
summarised in the following two subsections.
6.2.2

Review of “backlinks”
The backlinks-checking involved a comprehensive review of all the websites that refer to the
MADB. The mapping identified only 251 pages with links to the MADB, which is considerably
below expectations if one only considers the thousands of chambers of commerce and
business-support organisations dealing with external trade issues in the EU.
In relative terms, the most active organisations in promoting the MADB are business
representations, such as chambers of commerce or other business associations, accounting
for 41% of the links reviewed (104 in total). They are particularly active in Germany and at
the EU level (pan-European associations) and to a lesser extent in Spain and Italy. The
second most populous group of referrers are public authorities, with a total of 45 websites.
Six of these links are on EU websites. Public trade advisors accounted for 11% of the links
(28). Private export consultancies posted 10% of the links to the MADB (26).
The category ―others‖, especially relevant at EU level and in the Czech Republic, comprise
mainly information platforms on various topics (business, finance, economy, trade, etc.) or
public databases on trade or law.
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Figure 6.4 Referring websites by type (%)

Figure 6.5 Referring websites by country (%)
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In terms of geographic coverage, pan-European websites accounted for 12% of referrers.
Among Member States, Germany is by far the most active in promoting the MADB, with 17%
of the referring sites. Spanish, Czech and Belgian organisations follow.
These findings broadly correlate with the list of top ten of referrers (webpages, e-mails,
documents with a weblink to the MADB where visitors to the site come, ordered by frequency
of visits) collected by DG TRADE. The list shows that public and private information
intermediaries at Member State or regional level are not among the top referrers. Chambers
of commerce are only in ninth place.
Table 6.1 Top 10 referrers to the MADB
Position Referrer
1

Direct links and between website (MADB)

2

europa.eu site

3

Babelfish

4

Wikipedia

5

Google

6

E-mail link

7

Forums

8

OpenDNS Guide

9

Chamber of commerce websites

10

Links from other websites

Source: DG TRADE, Commission information on top referrers, status as of 06/04/2011

6.2.3

Mystery shopping
The main purpose of the ―mystery shopping‖ exercise was to find out whether trade
promotion agencies in the EU are aware of the MADB, whether they would recommend it
(spontaneously), or whether they would instead provide advisory service themselves or
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recommend advisory services provided by another source. The exercise was conducted in
14 Member States. In each Member States a non-profit trade promotion agency (such as a
governmental department or a chamber of commerce) was contacted by phone in their
native language by multi-lingual GHK staff.
The mystery shoppers used one of thee variants of a background story, designed to describe
an acute problem of a small company, inexperienced yet in exporting to third countries. In all
three stories, a close relative of the caller, owner/manager of a small firm, was supposedly
thinking about exporting to given third countries, but would have required first some basic
information on tariffs, import formalities, statistics and eventually SPS information, all of
which is contained in the MADB.
The stories gave a credible reason to contact the trade-promotion agency and to ensure that
the advice provided by the agency would be the same given in a ―real life‖ situation. Table
6.2 below shows the theme of each of the background stores and the countries where the
theme was used.
Table 6.2 Overview of the background stories and Member States investigated
Type of background story

Member States

Story 1: Conditions and requirements for exporting meat products
outside the EU.

FR, HU, PL, PT, RO

Story 2: Conditions and requirements for exporting fabrics outside
the EU.

DE, LV, NL, UK

Story 3: Conditions and requirements for exporting electrical
equipment outside the EU.

AT, FI, BG, BE(Flanders), IE

The mystery shoppers first explained their problem and asked for advice on how to best
proceed. In this first phase, they did not mention the MADB, nor that they are looking for a
database or information available on the Internet. Upon receiving a first answer from the
agency and if the MADB was not mentioned, the mystery shoppers asked for a web-based
information source that could help them in their first market scan activity. In case they were
already told about a web-based information source (but not the MABD), they were enquiring
whether the EU had some web-based information. In a third case, if mystery shoppers were
still not referred to the MADB, they mentioned that they have heard the EU has some
database on the Internet that could help finding the information needed. Mystery shoppers
asked if perhaps their interlocutor knew about it.
The answers provided by the interlocutors in the trade promotion agency contacted were
recorded on a template. Findings from the mystery shopping show that few of the tradepromotion agencies (including chambers of commerce) contacted recommended, or even
mentioned, the MADB.

▪
▪
▪
▪

Only on two occasions was the MADB recommended promptly (Phase 1: LV, DE)
On two occasions, the MADB was recommended upon asking for web-based sources
(Phase 2: BE(Flanders), BG)
On one occasion the MADB was recommended upon asking for an EU service (Phase 3:
NL), on one further occasion knowledge about the MADB was confirmed but it was not
recommended (HU)
On eight occasions, the MADB was not mentioned (AT, FI, FR, IE, PL, PT, RO, UK)

The following tables present the main findings from the mystery shopping exercise by
country.
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Table 6.3 Main findings of the mystery shopping
Member State
Austria

Recommendation
of the MADB

Comments

No

Belgium
(Flanders)

Phase 2

Flanders Investment and Trade recommended the
statistics section on their website. A meeting with a
representative of Flanders Investment and Trade was also
recommended. A session takes between one and one and
a half hours. In advance of the meeting a presentation of
the company and a list with questions could be sent.

Bulgaria

Phase 2

The website of the International Economic Relations
Centre was recommended. It provides country-specific
information, including useful links containing the type of
information enquired listed by country.
A personalised advice can be organised with the
International Economic Relations Centre.

Finland

No

France

No

Germany

Phase 1

Hungary

Phase 3

The FinPro website / services were recommended. FinPro
is an ―all-in-one‖ service/information offering (including
personalised advice), which is free of charge and jointly
organised by the government in partnership with the
Finnish Foreign Trade Association. The website has an
―exporters‖ database‘ and country specific information files.
http://www.finpro.fi/.
FinPro also offers personalised advice, and a meeting can
be arranged with one of their advisers.

The interlocutor knew of the MADB but recommended
contacting the Hungarian trade counsellor in the target
country to receive a more complete picture and
customised information.

Ireland

No

Irish Exporters Association (IEA) website was
recommended. It contains information on tariffs/custom
duty rates, export procedures etc. www.irishexporters.ie. It
would cost about €350 per year for member companies
with annual turnover less than €1m).

Latvia

Phase 1

The contact organisation indicated in MADB (Latvia Latvijas Tirgotāju Asociācija - Latvian Traders Association)
did not mention the MADB but recommended the Ministry
or Economics and the Ministry of Finance in Latvia. The
second organisation called Investment and Development
Agency of Latvia (LIAA) recommended the MADB upfront
(the link sent later was however not correct, leading to
TARIC). The information contained in the MADB is seen by
them as generally up to date and reliable. But it was also
suggested that the company should check all the
information, for example by calling to some logistics
company.

Netherlands

Phase 3

The website of EVD Internationaal/Agency for International
Business and Cooperation was recommended.
www.agentschapnl.nl. The EVD website contains several
sections that provide information regarding the country, its
culture, legislation, competition and documents.
EVD provides personal advice. It was recommended to
possibly organise a meeting with one of EVD market
advisors. Focus would be on exploring export opportunities
and the feasibility of this. If there were to be feasible
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Member State

Recommendation
of the MADB

Comments
export opportunities, EVD would conduct a ―market scan‖
(an instrument that maps potential business partners in the
export country). Only well-prepared companies can be
offered a market scan by EVD. The export countries
should be narrowed down and should not include a wide
variety of potential countries (i.e. Russia, the United
States, and Middle East). Prior to the meeting, a person
should have a good understanding of issues such as
legislation and competition in the potential export country.
The service is free of charge

Poland

No

The Enterprise Europe Network (Contact Point at Polish
Agency for Enterprise Development) was recommended.
The consultancy is focused on information concerning
trade within the EU, but could also have some information
36
about the conditions of export outside EU . The services
are free of charge.
Specific advice can be obtained from Business Chamber
of Meat Producers (Chamber of Commerce ―Polish Meat‖)
http://www.polskie-mieso.pl/. The organisation should have
up-to-date information on requirements for exporting meat
(documents, tariffs, etc). Generally, one should be a
member, but they may also provide information to non37
members . This service should be free of charge (at least
for their members).

Portugal

No

The free-of-charge website of AICEP Portugal Global in
Lisbon (government business entity) was recommended.
The website contains information about legislation, by
country zones, by sectors (for instance for meat products,
etc.) It contains similar information to the MADB, and
includes a link to the MADB. The AICEP also offers
personal advice service for companies, which is free of
charge.

Romania

No

The Ministry of Economics, Commerce and Business
websites was recommended. It was advised that the
official website of the Department of External Commerce
(www.dce.gov.ro) might provide further contact details of
people in the Ministry of Commerce who should have
specific information in this area. Another website was
recommended: http://www.portaldecomert.ro/. The use of
the websites is free of charge.

United Kingdom

No

The UK Trade & Investment (UKTI) www.ukti.gov.uk was
recommended. The service is free of charge.

Source: GHK

In summary, the MADB was hardly recommended by any of trade-promotion agencies
contacted in the Member States. Only six out of 14 organisations demonstrated any level of
awareness of MADB. It was not specifically recommended by most of these organisations,
even though they acknowledged it as a reliable, up-to-date and free-of-charge service.
Most of the suggestions concerned web-based information. The agencies contacted tended
to offer services addressed at companies in their own country and supplied in their own
language: often their own services. These services were mostly free of charge. A range of
countries, including Finland, the Netherlands and Belgium, seem to have well-organised

36
37

The interlocutor was unsure whether this would be the case.
The interlocutor was unsure whether this would be the case.
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service offerings for exporters, a combination of web-based information and personalised
advice, all free of charge. Some trade promotion agencies, on the other hand, have little
knowledge of where to find available and reliable information and advice.
6.2.4

Google search
According to the data from DG TRADE (as presented in Subsection 6.2.2, Google is only in
th
5 place among the referrers. It therefore seems that it is difficult to find the MADB through
Google and that the search terms that a user would commonly use (not explicitly searching
for the MADB) do not lead to it. Therefore, a multi-lingual Google search experiment was
carried out using five common search terms on trade issues that SMEs could use when they
search for information
To assess how easy it is to find the MADB over the Internet if one is not aware of its
existence, an analysis was undertaken to determine whether a set of commonly usable
search export-related terms across a range of languages lead to the MADB (among the
search results). The search terms used were as follows:

▪

“How to export to China?”

▪

“Applied tariffs in China”

▪

“China import documents”

▪

“China sanitary and phytosanitary measures”

▪

“Trade barriers in China”

The top 50 search results yielded by Google for each search term were considered. Thus, 50
results were taken into account per search language used. The research team undertook
this search in eleven European languages: English, French, German, Greek, Portuguese,
Finnish, Dutch, Latvian, Romanian, Hungarian and Polish. The searches undertaken in
English covered three other third countries: India, the USA and Canada (for instance, the
38
term ―How to export to India?‖ was used instead of ―How to export to China?‖) . As a result,
a fairly extensive set of EU exporters and search preferences were covered by the exercise.
On the whole, the conclusion is that very few search results contain a reference or a link to
the MADB. In general, except for a few random links, it appears that the MADB is practically
impossible to ―stumble upon‖; exporters have to be aware of it prior to being able to locate it
through a search. In all, the 500 non-English search results (50 results per language)
included only 13 web links featuring a reference or link to the MADB, with the three more
extensive searches conducted in English yielding only five links to the MADB among 450
39
results in total. As indicated in Error! Reference source not found. overleaf (details were
presented in a technical annex), the majority of these links (13) belong to websites operated
by public-sector bodies (government authorities or trade promotion agencies), with the rest
linked to websites of business associations or chambers of commerce (3), a research
organisation (1) and an informative web portal (1).

38

The searches conducted in English also covered an additional set of 10 terms including one generic search
term (‗How to export to ...‘) and nine other terms similar to those already specified (e.g. ‗Import duties in ...‘,
‗Customs procedures in ...‘, ‗Sanitary restrictions in ...‘) and therefore captured 100 additional results (i.e. a total of
150 results per country for the three countries considered – India, the USA and Canada), but only five of these
450 results contained links to the MADB.
39
The three searches conducted in English covered 150 results per country.

82

Evaluation of the Commission's Market Access Database

Table 6.4 Results of Google searches for the MADB (using commonly employed search
terms)
Language

Number of search
results considered

Number of
references/ links to
the MADB

Organisation types in charge
of websites featuring
references/ links to the
MADB

English

450

5

5 public-sector authorities (3
USA, 1 India, 1 Canada)

Latvian

50

4

4 public-sector authorities

Dutch

50

3

1 public-sector authority, 1
business association, 1 research
organisation

Portuguese

50

2

1 public-sector authority, 1
business association

French

50

1

1 public-sector authority

Hungarian

50

1

1 business association

Polish

50

1

1 public-sector authority

Romanian

50

1

1 informative website

Finnish

50

0

n/a

German

50

0

n/a

Greek

50

0

n/a

TOTAL

950

18

13 public-sector authorities, 3
business associations, 2 other

Total nonEnglish

500

13

8 public-sector authorities, 3
business associations, 2 other

Source: GHK

Therefore, it seems that there is a greater chance of being directed to the MADB when
searching in English than when searching in other languages. This is an issue as English is
not widely mastered in SMEs throughout Europe. At the same time, the MADB‘s User Guide,
which has been on the site since 2010 is available in all 23 languages: in some instances
searches on Google located the different versions. The situation will improve in the near
future when meta-data in several languages will be included on the website.

6.3

Possible future actions to raise awareness
It can be assumed that not all exporters need to use the MADB directly, or even to know
about it. Indeed, the most experienced users, who need regular information, are already
familiar with the overall context. They will use the database on an ad hoc basis to obtain
information about basic market research, verification of information supplied by their
importer/trading partner in the third country, etc.
They might also be using the database indirectly, through an advisor, such as a private
consultancy, a business representation giving advice or a trade-promotion agency. SMEs,
for example, often use this service from chambers of commerce to which they contribute to
financially. They can also use the services of specialised public and private export
advisories. All those organisations have large experience in using the MADB and can find
and interpret the information highly professionally. It is very efficient, in terms of time and
energy, for enterprises to use the services of such companies.
However, considering the low uptake of the service, many other enterprises would probably
use the database more frequently if they knew about it and took the time learning how to use
it.
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Stakeholders consulted during the study suggested that the business association level would
be the most relevant in reaching these companies. In particular, out of the 31 respondents
commenting on how the MADB could be better promoted, most suggestions entailed an
increased and more targeted provision of information through different channels and
suggestions for the Commission to work more closely with national-level trade promotion
agencies. More specifically, the recommendations for improving MADB promotion included:

▪

Information provision via governmental organisations and export/trade-related
organisations, such as chambers of commerce, Enterprise Europe Network and other
business associations, national customs authorities, Europe Direct and other EU
information points in Member States;

▪

Information provision through information campaigns and ―roadshows‖ in the Member
States, as well as addressing posters and leaflets to business organisations at national
and regional level;

▪

Working more closely together with the national trade promotion agencies and business
associations;

▪

Providing direct links to the MADB on the websites of customs' organisations and
chambers of commerce as well as relevant of national and local authorities etc.

In addition, it was suggested that EU Member States could consider reproducing the
database in their national languages, taking into account the country-specific SPS situation.
One of the respondents from a business association also commented that the information
circulated by European federations can not reach all the relevant businesses. This is
because national sectoral associations often do not consider extra-EU trade as a priority. As
a consequence, the information is not distributed in their respective business areas. This
limits the possibilities of the Brussels-based organisations to raise awareness of the MADB,
despite all their efforts.
In conclusion, the following measures are recommended to increase the promotion and
awareness of the database:

▪

The EC should emphasise the need for authorities and business organisations to
disseminate the MADB. A reporting system on the basis of ―naming and shaming‖ could
be envisaged;

▪

The EC should contact the most popular trade-related websites (Ministries, trade
promotion agencies, etc.) both at the Member State and EU levels for them to include a
link to the database;

▪

The EC should also increase the visibility of the MADB on its publications and
newsletters. An adequate slogan could be developed, such as ―the world‘s most
comprehensive, up-to-date database on trade‖;

▪

An optimisation of the MADB website in search engines should take place to ensure it
appears among the first hits in a typical Google search;

▪

The EC should assess the option of translating the search terms and categories,
including the classification of products (Harmonised System). This is probably already
available in all official languages. It would be unnecessary and unfeasible to translate the
entire content. This translation would be useful for search terms and headings in the
statistics section and adapted to the Applied Tariffs Database where English-speaking
skills are less important to comprehend the information. Consequently, the translation
would be probably less useful for EGIF, the SPS database and the Trade Barriers
Database where the information presented requires English skills. However, users, once
they find the information in their own language will be able to use online translation
services to translate the English information into their own language.
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7

Added value and worth of the service

7.1

User views on the added value of the service

7.1.1

Main benefits of the database
The majority of stakeholders confirmed that the MADB is useful (see findings in Section 3),
reliable, and convenient to use. To explore in more detail the nature of benefits occurring to
the individual target groups of the MADB, the online survey also investigated where exactly
and in what way it added value to their operations.
The main added value for individual exporters seems to be the saving of time and resources
in general: 40% of respondents fully agreed and another 26% partially agreed with this
notion (although 9% of the companies fully disagreed). Amongst the other potential benefits
listed, the MADB also seems to help in entering a new market outside the EU (54% agreed
fully or to some extent) as well as expanding their business outside the EU (53%). The
database is slightly less beneficial, according to exporters‘ views, in identifying markets to
target and those that are better not to target, but the majority of respondents saw added
value here as well.
There was broad agreement that the MADB allows companies not yet exporting to a country
to do a first market scan that can help in deciding whether to pursue business opportunities
in the given third country and what requirements and tariff and tax implications they will face.
The MADB will then help them understand all the import requirements and what documents
need to be presented or filled in. The database is, however, not likely to be sufficient for
companies with no experience of exporting to third countries: they would need reliable
business partners in the destination countries or advice from public or private trade advisors.
Figure 7.1 Key areas where the MADB adds
value for exporters
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Exporters added in interviews that the MADB, in some cases, provides them with a
competitive edge in competitive supply tenders, supporting them with more detailed
information (import requirements) that non-EU exporters would be able to access. The
MADB is equally used for planning purposes: for calculating selling prices and even
estimating expected profits/margins.
The detailed breakdown of the answers by size class and by sector (considering the small
sample size at this level) does not show significant differences.
The views of private or public consultancies supporting exporters are even more positive
with respect to all the potential benefits listed in the survey. Generally, these consultancies
use the same sort of data for the same purposes as exporters, but they do not use the
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information on MADB for their own business purposes - but process, package and forward it
to their client companies (complemented with other services and information). For
consultancies, as for exporters, saving time and resources was the most significant added
value of the MADB, followed by the help provided in entering a new market and identifying
new markets to enter. A trade promotion agency also mentioned that one of their clients
benefited directly from the information found on the MADB: discovering that two sets of tax
codes applied to the same set of products. It was then suggested on the basis of the MADB
information that using one of these two sets of codes will lead to lower tariff rates.
Considerable tariff savings were thus achieved.
Interestingly, there were no export consultancies that thought the MADB was of no use in
identifying markets that their clients should not enter (being, for example, too protected or
too burdensome from an administrative point of view to access).
It is reasonable to assume that the main reasons for the overall more positive views of
consultancies are (i) that they are more expert users of the database than most exporters;
and (ii) that they - having different clients with different needs and at different stages in
market entry - sometimes experience the value the MADB can offer in terms of supporting a
market scan. Many exporters who use the MADB are not currently interested in entering new
markets or significantly expanding their business. They consider the MADB less as a
comprehensive support tool for market analysis, but rather as a service providing technical
updates on tariff rates etc. for their ongoing ―business-as-usual‖ operations. Export
consultancies meet, on the other hand, clients who need to get more out of the MADB.
Figure 7.3 Key areas where the MADB adds
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Source: GHK

In addition, one respondent from an academic institution commented that MADB has an
added value as an educational tool, for teaching foreign trade in vocational educational
institutions, as it provides up-to-date real-life examples of different markets. These users are
not part of the traditional target groups of the MADB, but the idea to also advertise the tool
amongst schools teaching foreign trade seems a good one; this would make large numbers
of young professionals aware of it.
7.1.2

Key strengths and weaknesses
Comments on the key strengths of the MADB were received from 39 respondents in the
online survey. The majority agreed that the main strengths of the database were that the
information it includes is detailed and trustworthy, as well as up to date. The information is
easily accessible and combines almost all important information they need in just one tool.
Additional strengths identified users are the following:

▪
▪
▪
▪

Provides accurate information at individual product level, offering the possibility to search
specific information about a product using the customs tariff number (HS code).
Includes explanations and examples of the different forms for import formalities.
Offers useful information on non-tariff barriers.
Is helpful for analysing trade flows.
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▪

▪

Overall, the MADB is the first best tool to obtain worldwide trade information at a glance.
Some users thus employ the database to have a quick overview of the international trade
situation and to obtain first-hand data before cross-checking the information with other
sources.
It has clearly structured, comprehensible pages.

Thirty-two responses were received in relation to key weaknesses of the MADB. The main
weakness mentioned referred to the level of awareness of the target groups: the MADB is
not advertised well enough on the ground, and apart from current exporters, potential
exporters should be also informed more actively of its existence. A direct link to the MADB
could be promoted on all EU customs websites. In addition typing obvious search terms into
Google does not list the MADB in the initial results, which is a major promotional weakness.
Another weakness confirmed by many stakeholders is that the MADB is available only in
English, and that it is - notably for the most used ATD and EGIF sections - not accessible
from outside the EU (by local offices or travelling staff of European companies). It was
suggested that access to the database should be given from outside the EU; possibly
provided that users demonstrate that their company has a significant presence in the EU and
exports products from EU markets.
Other weaknesses mentioned include:

▪
▪
▪
▪
▪
▪
▪
▪

The information is too complex in some sections of the database for SMEs that are not
experts in using the MADB.
Import tax information is not included in the applied tariffs database.
A direct view of the general import regulations is not included in the EGIF section.
The statistical data in the database are not comprehensive enough.
The Complaint Register should be more transparent and easier to use.
No full coverage: data for some specific countries, products and/or sectors are missing. It
was recommended by some that all countries with which the EU has significant trade
relations should be included.
Retrieving all necessary data is slow from various sections of the MADB, as it has to be
done sequentially, through individual searches. There is no option for a multiple search.
It does not include an alerting option, notifying users of the public area whenever
updates have been made.

To further improve the user-friendliness of the database, some users recommended the
following:

▪
▪
▪

▪
▪
▪

It would be very useful to link the database with the Export Helpdesk, incorporating into
the database information about importing to the EU (import formalities such as applied
duties when importing to the EU from third countries).
It would also be interesting to have further information on the EU's FTAs. As the number
of free-trade agreements in the EU is increasing, companies find it increasingly difficult to
understand the different rules to take advantage of the lower duties.
A more comprehensive manual on using the MADB, preferably linked to the steps of the
typical market access process, from prior market analysis to import procedure would be
helpful. Checklists could be added to support inexperienced SMEs (this idea is similar to
the pilot experiment on preparing a step-by-step user guide undertaken by Mendel
Verlag).
An index of available data should be added to orient users.
Links should be included to third country government customs pages.
More help could be given to exporters to search for HS codes, perhaps providing links to
web-based services that already do that (with disclaimer). For example, the U.S.
Customs Rulings Online Search System (CROSS at http://rulings.cbp.gov) is a good
source for product classifications. It helps suppliers, importers and exporters to quickly
identify comparable products of other companies that have already received
classification. This type of data would be especially beneficial for EU importers to
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determine relevant tariffs before finalising purchasing contracts and before completing
the classification process with the relevant EU Customs Authorities.

7.2

Monetisation of the benefits in terms of saving time and resources
As described in Section 7.1, the biggest added value of the MADB, at least for exporters and
export consultancies, is that it can save considerable time and resources that would
otherwise be needed to research the information contained in it through alternative channels.
Users reported that the best alternatives sources to use would be:

▪
▪
▪
▪
▪

Their own international network of the company (if available);
Websites of national customs authorities in third countries or direct contacts with officials;
Alternative free web-based databases to collect, usually from different sources, the
documents to compile the same information;
40
Alternative, fee-based databases such as the Konsulats- und Mustervorschriften or
41
UbiFrance ;
Help from consultancy services or chambers of commerce who provide advisory
services.

Above the additional time need or fees to be paid, the information coming from some of
these alternative channels would not be as reliable as the MADB. Sometimes information
provided by national customs websites, e.g. Argentina or some African countries, is not
accurate, making it difficult to arrive at the exact tariff rates. There were several cases
mentioned by stakeholders when the information from third country authorities on tariffs
resulted in higher rates than the official applied tariffs. Other Internet services were not fully
up-to-date or offered only incomplete information.
Users reported during the interviews that the MADB enables them to access relevant
information in less than one minute in cases where it would have taken hours, in some cases
(with waiting for feedback) even days or months to assemble the information by other
means. An exporter mentioned that in the past their business partner needed more than
three months to identify the relevant authorities and procedures to export flooring materials
to Russia. The same details can now be quickly accessed via the database.
To validate the anecdotal evidence obtained on the time savings, an experimental search
was undertaken by GHK staff (proxy for inexperienced SMEs, as they received good
briefings on the information required and were aware of the information on the MADB but did
not have prior experience of using the trade websites in the selected third countries), with the
objective to explore how easy or difficult and time consuming it would be to find information
on exporting from the EU to third countries without using the MADB. In the exercise, three
products (with applicable HS codes) and seven destination countries were defined, for which
key information was sought.
Table 7.1 Products and destination countries researched
Description of product

Country for search

“Traditional (Savoie style) sausage made of minced pig meat, fat,
blood, salt, spices.”

Russia, Argentina

“Digital measuring and control equipment (with special software) to
detect faults and hazards in complex electric networks”

South Africa, India

“Special flame-retardant and heat-resistant fabric used in industry, e.g.
for the preparation of working garments for firefighters.”

Senegal, USA, Brazil

40

http://www.hk24.de/international/export/exportvorschriften/zollinformation_rechtliche_bestimmungen/361484/Ex
portnachschlagewerk.html
41
http://www.ubifrance.fr/
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The information researched was the following:

▪
▪
▪
▪

The applied tariff rates (available from the ATD section);
General description of the import procedure (EGIF);
List of required import permits/licences and other related documentation, as well as
samples where possible - both general and specific for given product groups (EGIF);
Information on specific sanitary/veterinary requirements - for the sausage only:
documentations, permits (SPS Export Database).

The search was conducted through a combination of web-based research and targeted
telephone enquiries to third country authorities to collect the relevant information.
The outcome of the exercise was that it was generally very time consuming to find all the
relevant information. This holds also true when import-related information was available on
one more or less comprehensive government website. The table below provides a summary
of the time the research took, and the number of websites consulted. The average time
needed for GHK staff to research the information was 174 minutes. The same information
was obtained from the MADB in about 5 minutes.
Table 7.2 Comparison of time taken to find the information
Product

Traditional (Savoie
style) sausage made of
minced pig meat, fat,
blood, salt, spices.”
“Digital measuring and
control equipment (with
special software) to
detect faults and
hazards in complex
electric networks”
“Special flameretardant and heatresistant fabric used in
industry, e.g. for the
preparation of working
garments for
firefighters.”
Average

Country

No. of
websites
needed

Web search
(minutes)

MADB
(minutes)

Time
saving
(minutes)

Russia

3

180

6

174

Argentina

6

300

6

294

India

1

60

5

55

South Africa

3

240

4

236

240

4

236

Senegal

1

42

USA

2

95

5

90

Brazil

1

100

5

95

2.4

174

5

169

As the research contained the collection of four different pieces of information for each of the
products, the average time saved per query is estimated to be 42 minutes. For an
experienced exporter or consultant, who knew exactly where to search for data, the time
saved would be less than that. It is estimated to be around 15 minutes on average. It can be
calculated from responses to the user survey that only 17% of the prime target group
(exporters and consultancies) consider themselves inexperienced; the rest have at least
average levels of experience. Calculating with a time saving of 42 minutes for the
inexperienced and 15 minutes for experienced users, the overall average time saving is
estimated to be around 20 minutes.
From MADB usage data discussed in Section 2 it was estimated that the number of daily
visits in 2010 amounted to 322,009 for the ATD section, 116,240 for the EGIF, and 38,087
for the SPS Export Database, (476,336 in total). The visits to these three sections of the
42

Further investigations regarding the specific product would be necessary.
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MADB accounted for the overwhelming majority of the estimated 838,755 successful
database queries, most of which were undertaken by the two key target groups: exporters
and trade advisors (who account together for 69.5% of the users, as estimated on the basis
of results from the user survey). Estimating conservatively only with 500,000 relevant queries
per annum in these three key MADB sections by exporters or organisations advising them,
there would be a total time saving of around 167,000 hours, or 20,833 working days of eight
hours. The average hourly labour cost in the EU27, according to Eurostat estimates, was
43
around €22.5 in 2010 , which puts the time saved for the two key target groups of MADB at
around €3.75 million - not counting benefits in time-saving accruing to public authorities and
business representations.
Figure 7.5 The monetised benefits of time saved

Source: GHK

This estimate above, however, excludes the monetised benefits of the superior quality of the
information. One lesson of the search exercise was that information with a level of detail and
reliability comparable with the data on MADB was rather difficult to find - tariffs being a
partial exception. The information found was often not as complete as in the MADB, nor was
it as reliable and up-to-date. Even for tariffs, data published on alternative websites often
does not contain all elements of the applied rate, nor does it inform exporters about
applicable internal taxes in the third country in question. Using the MADB can help avoiding
miscalculations of the full duty to be paid, and, even more importantly, avoiding that the
goods are not cleared by third country customs if the import documents are not correctly
supplied. The goods that are not cleared on time can be perishable, or relate to a unique
business opportunity that is quickly lost. The potential costs involved with may thus be the
full value of the shipment.
The frequency of such events and their impact is hard to quantify, although there are
indications that these may amount to millions of euro. For instance, a 2001 study undertaken
for the EC on the economic impact of carrier liability estimated the total ―friction costs‖ of
44
carrier liability to about €500-550 million per year, less than 0.2% of cargo value. Friction
costs arise from loss, damage, delay and consequential losses of the good and
administrative costs in connection with the insurance regime covering such losses. Losses
from delays (which relate here to late shipment but not to delays at the customs) account
43

Eurostat estimate of EU hourly labour cost, as of September 2011, see at:
http://epp.eurostat.ec.europa.eu/cache/ITY_PUBLIC/3-16092011-BP/EN/3-16092011-BP-EN.PDF
44
European Commission (2001): The economic impact of carrier liability on intermodal freight transport. Study
prepared by IM Technologies Limited. See at:
http://ec.europa.eu/transport/intermodality/highlights/doc/executive_summary.pdf
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consequently to only a fraction of this amount, but might have still been in the range of some
dozens of millions, and possibly increased since, together with growth in trade. Any truly
reliable information on import formalities - such as provided by the MADB - would thus have
a significant (if not directly quantifiable) value for exporters, as it would decrease the risk of
goods being blocked by customs authorities.
Another key finding of the web search for information was that it is even more difficult to find
the same information for a given product for the individual destination countries.
Comparisons of the requirements across several third countries are consequently very
difficult to make. The benefits of MADB as a ―one-stop shop‖ are particularly high when
information is needed for more than one country. The rules and regulations differ, even for
the same product. The synthesis of information from several websites (usually in
incomparable formats) is particularly time consuming.
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8

Operational effectiveness and efficiency

8.1

Management processes and resources

8.1.1

Procedures
The major external data supplier for the MADB is Mendel Verlag, which uploads data
pertaining to all countries featuring in the Exporter‘s Guide to Import Formalities and all but
three countries appearing in the Applied Tariffs Database. Data on applied tariffs in these
45
latter three countries are sourced from Eurotariff.
Interviews of representatives of the data-provider organisations revealed that the sources of
the data obtained by the providers for MADB uploads included relevant public-sector
authorities (primarily from ministries of trade, commerce and finance) in third countries and
researchers located in third countries as well as within the EU. One provider emphasised
that having more than one source for a given piece of information was helpful in the interests
of data verification, and that any inputs from national contact points were juxtaposed against
insights obtained from official publications, local business associations and press releases to
ensure additional reliability. It was also pointed out that in rare instances, the situation
prevailing ―on the ground‖ in a third country might differ to that stipulated by trade legislation
or rulings (for instance, tariff rates enforced by customs authorities might be higher than
those specified by law in a particular country). In such cases, providers attempt to highlight
the possibility of exporters having to bear these additional costs in order to provide a more
realistic perspective of the risks inherent in trading in the country in question.
It is difficult to quantify the number of FTE staff required to maintain the data uploaded - for
instance, a specific number of persons may be involved in the process of uploading a certain
dataset to the MADB, but additional resources are more or less constantly required to update
information previously uploaded to reflect the latest changes in tariff rates or documentation
requirements. The representatives of the data provider organisations confirmed that data
uploaded to the portal is regularly checked, usually on a daily basis, and updated promptly
46
once an amendment or modification is published and has been verified. One provider
specified that 18 employees (FTE) were in involved in the process of collection and
uploading of the data to the MADB (eight regional managers, six persons involved in data
entry, two trade policy experts and two IT personnel). The other highlighted the significance
of ensuring that the data presented on the MADB are up-to-date at all times, given that this is
a key driver of positive user perceptions and increasing usage levels in the long term.
47

An examination of the terms of reference for the contracts on data purchase reveals that
data is purchased in ―lots‖ (a lot refers to a customs area), which allows for the possibility of
different contractors being commissioned to provide data on applied tariffs or import
formalities pertaining to specific countries. Tenderers may bid for all possible lots or only for
a selection of the lots specified. They are required to describe in detail their modes of data
sourcing and updating and quality control (verification of accuracy). They are also obliged to
submit a detailed work programme and quality assurance methodology as part of their
proposal. Tenders must fulfil a set of minimum eligibility criteria vis-à-vis educational and
professional qualifications and technical, economic and financial capacity of the applicants to
proceed to the next stage. Eligible tenders are further assessed in terms of their pricing
schedules, quality of data sources, data gathering and quality control norms and strategies
48
pertaining to data updating and following up requests for additional information.

45

Under contractual arrangements in place at the time of writing, these three countries were China, Ghana and
Libya (see http://madb.europa.eu/mkaccdb2/listVendors.htm)
46
Data providers are contractually obliged to update data uploaded for each customs area at least every four
months (see for instance http://trade.ec.europa.eu/doclib/docs/2011/may/tradoc_147931.pdf)
47
See for instance http://trade.ec.europa.eu/doclib/docs/2011/may/tradoc_147931.pdf
48
Weightage is also given to compliance with a set of ‗optional features‘ as regards data pertaining to applied
tariffs (these primarily comprise formatting, display and web design parameters).
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The process of uploading a set of data to the MADB may be described as follows, and is
also captured in Figure 8.1 below.
Figure 8.1 Process of data uploading to the MADB

49

Source: GHK

The procedure is designed to support simultaneous uploads by multiple contractors to the
relevant section of the MADB.

▪

When a contract has been awarded, the contractor delivers the relevant data in separate
―zip‖ files for each country in question.

▪

A preliminary automated check of this data is undertaken by a dedicated administrative
website, accessible only to contractors and Commission officials.

▪

If the data is found to be compliant, it moves to the ―draft area‖, where it is visible only to
the contractor for preview (this area is therefore also known as the ―contractor‘s
sandbox‖). Once he is satisfied with the upload, the contractor submits the dataset to the
content administrator, who is the Commission representative responsible for quality
management of datasets and their eventual publication.

▪

At this stage, a second set of automated ―submit tests‖ is undertaken by the system.
Validation by these checks leads to the dataset being transferred to the ―test area‖.

▪

Datasets in the test area are further checked by the content administrator; if this check is
successful, the dataset is moved to the ―production area‖, where it becomes visible to the
general public. Datasets that become obsolete and have to be replaced by updated
versions are moved to an ―archive area‖.

49

Based on the Commission‘s most recent invitation to tender related to a contract to purchase data on applied
tariffs and internal taxes for the Commission's Market Access Database. See at:
http://trade.ec.europa.eu/doclib/docs/2011/may/tradoc_147931.pdf
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The quality and reliability of the data uploaded is ensured not only by regular checks and
updates made the providers but also, as highlighted by one provider interviewed, by means
of in-house Commission checks carried out by DG TRADE officials (in particular, by
specialists in the Market Access Unit) as well as feedback provided by MADB users.
Providers highlighted that over 1,100 updates were submitted and uploaded to the Applied
50
Tariffs Database and the Exporter‘s Guide to Import Formalities sections in 2010 , which is
indicative of the up-to-date nature of the data featured in these sections. It is possible for
users to check when the last update was made in either section for all third countries
51
featured on the MADB , which adds to the user-friendliness of the portal as users can
rapidly check for the latest updates across third countries.

8.2

Resources

8.2.1

Internal resources
Within Unit G.1 of DG TRADE, two posts are dedicated to management of the MADB: 0.75
FTE for project management (involving contract management with external data suppliers
and communication and evaluation aspects) and one officer responsible for day-to-day
management of the database, accepting uploads and answering requests (1 FTE).
Moreover, ten policy officers contribute through the elaboration and updating of trade barrier
fiches (1 FTE in total). This work is supported by the Market Access Teams, which provide
ad-hoc information on trade barriers (the input from officials working in the EU Delegations is
estimated to amount to another 1 FTE).
About 6 officers from the Sustainable Development and SPS Issues Unit (C.1) of DG TRADE
are responsible for managing the content of the SPS Barriers section of the MADB (0.3 FTE
in total). Technical maintenance of the database is undertaken by one officer (0.2 FTE) from
the IT department of DG TRADE (Unit A.3).
The above sum up to 4.25 FTE staff. The monetised value of the internal resource input
corresponds to about €200,000 per year.

8.2.2

External resources
The external resources involved in maintaining the MADB are mainly the information
providers contracted to update the Applied Tariffs Database (ATD) and the Exporters Guide
to Import Formalities (EGIF). The fees for their inputs are listed in Table 8.1, extracted from
the relevant public procurement contract award notices. Currently, the total fees for this
external input are slightly above €1.5 million (latest fees per year for country groups 1 and 2
for both ATD and EGIF).
Table 8.1 Fees to be paid to external data providers
Year of
awarding the
contract

Duration

Total fee

Number of
countries
covered

Fee per annum

Applied Tariffs Database section
2007

2008-2009

€974,548

64 (Group 1)

€487,274

2008

2009-2011

€858,220

38 (Group 2)

€286,073

2010

2010-2012

€1,440,000

64 (Group 1)

€480,000

36 (Group 1)

€272,500

Exporter’s Guide to Import Formalities section
2006

2007-2009

€817,500

50

European Commission (2011): ―Engaging our strategic economic partners on improved market access:
priorities for action on breaking down barriers to trade – Commission Staff Working Document‖, available at
http://trade.ec.europa.eu/doclib/docs/2011/march/tradoc_147630.pdf
51
See http://madb.europa.eu/mkaccdb2/lastUpdates.htm
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Year of
awarding the
contract

Duration

Total fee

Number of
countries
covered

Fee per annum

2007

2008-2010

€889,500

38 (Group 2)

€296,500

2009

2010-2012

€810,000

36 (Group 1)

€270,000

2010

2011-2013

€1,408,000

64 (Group 2)

€469,333

Source: GHK

The fees predominantly cover staff expenditure. According to information provided by
Mendel Verlag, around 25 persons work in its central editorial and technical team, and they
work with mostly three, but up to five local correspondents in more than 100 countries
(estimated to be a total of around 350 people).
Furthermore, a range of stakeholders, including exporting enterprises, export consultancies
and public and private export promotion organisations or agencies contact the relevant DG
TRADE officials through post, telephone or email. Businesses also have the option of
notifying DG TRADE and other users of the MADB about new trade barriers they may have
encountered in third countries by means of the Complaint Register. Together, external
agents therefore also contribute to ensuring that the information available on the MADB is
comprehensive and up-to-date.

8.3

Assessment of resource efficiency
The efficiency of the MADB is established by comparing the resources spent on its operation
with the results it delivers.
According to the calculations in Section 8.2 above, total costs for the MADB in staff and fees
(excluding ICT equipment and services) amount to around €1.7 million per year, which is
composed of (i) €200,000 staff cost (mostly DG TRADE); and (ii) ca. €1,500,000 annual fee
paid to external data providers. Resources are also spent by users; but these are only a few
minutes of time, and not relevant for the efficiency calculations.
The average cost for one information item retrieved by users can be estimated on the basis
of the usage data presented in Section 2. The number of successful queries launched in the
four months between August and November 2010 was 279,585 – a simple extrapolation to
one year yields a figure of 838,755. This number only refers to initial queries in the ATD,
EGIF, Statistics, SPS and Trade Barrier databases, which normally do not only result in one
but several pieces of useful information, (for example, additional information on internal
taxes in the ATD, several import documents in the EGIF database, comprehensive
description of a trade barrier). But on the basis of the number of queries per year only, a
conservative estimate of €2.8 per query was defined, which seems a sensible price for this
type of trade information. The direct comparison with the MendelOnline database (given in
Section 5) in terms of price is also favourable: one single query in MendelOnline‘s Customs
Tariffs module costs €5; and in its Import Formalities module €10.
The monetised benefits of the MADB for exporters and consultancies from saving time and
resources, as estimated in the Section above, amounts to at least €3.75 million - not
counting benefits accruing to business representations and public authorities. This amount is
considerably more than the annual costs of maintaining the MADB. Benefits from obtaining
more reliable and better quality information than through alternative means - thus avoiding
miscalculations of the duties to be paid and goods being blocked by customs offices - are
difficult to quantify but are likely to account also to millions of euro (see Section 7.2 for
further explanation). The service is therefore clearly cost effective with the current levels of
usage. If promotion activities continue and the MADB succeeds in reaching a wider
audience, the per-user-costs of the database would decrease - correspondingly, the
efficiency of the system will further increase.
One potential problem for the long-term efficiency of the system, which is also a concern
raised by DG TRADE, is the near-monopoly structure of information provision. The lack of
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competition is apparent. For the last four or so years, only two suppliers have been
contracted; and Eurotariff/World Tariff currently only provides ATD and EGIF data on three
countries. Data for 99 countries are supplied by Mendel Verlag. Of the total contracted value
€7.2 million since 2006, almost 93% was contracted to Mendel Verlag, and all the recent
contracts (as from 2009) were won exclusively by Mendel Verlag.
Table 8.2 Breakdown of contracts awarded to Mendel Verlag and Eurotariff, by total fees
(€), 2006-2010
Year of
awarding the
contract

Duration

Fee Mendel Verlag

Fee - Eurotariff

Total fee

Applied Tariffs Database section
2007

2008-2009

679,750

294,700

974,548

2008

2009-2011

813,250

44,970

858,220

2010

2010-2012

1,440,000

-

1,440,000

2,933,000

339,670

3,272,768

Total

Exporter’s Guide to Import Formalities section
2006

2007-2009

817,500

-

817,500

2007

2008-2010

718,500

171,000

889,500

2009

2010-2012

810,000

-

810,000

2010

2011-2013

1,408,000

-

1,408,000

Total

3,754,000

171,000

3,925,000

Grand Total

6,687,000

510,670

7,197,768

Source: GHK

In any case, the lack of competition seems to be very difficult to resolve. There are very few
economic operators who can efficiently and reliably supply data on applied tariffs and import
formalities. The provider has to have many years of experience, a worldwide network of
correspondents, already operating a similar commercial database. Smaller companies
specialised in smaller geographic areas could theoretically compete for supplying data only
for these few countries, but this does not seem commercially attractive: a ―critical mass‖ is
necessary to pay for the editing and administrative work in the central team of the data
provider. The experience from the Commission‘s public tenders confirm this: as from 2006,
only two offers were received for the tenders on the supply of data for ATD and EGIF, for all
lots (there were four competitors tendering before 2006). The concentration on the supplier
side comes despite efforts from the EC to open up the market by breaking the contract down
into very small lots (one for each customs area covered) of which any number can be
tendered for.
Current monopolistic structures may have, in the long run, a negative impact on the price.
However, such developments could not yet been identified. Looking back at the last four
years, unit prices (i.e. data provision fees per year and per country) remained very stable, at
around €7,300-7,800, which means they are rather decreasing in real terms (at producer
prices, factoring in wage growth in Europe and in the partner countries where the local
correspondents have to be paid). These figures indicate increasing efficiencies in providing
the service – acknowledging however that a stronger euro has helped to push down costs.
Also, the bid prices offered reliably give a reasonable 10-20% discount on the maximum
budget advertised by the Commission in the contract notices (see Table 8.3 overleaf).
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Table 8.3 Fees to be paid to external data providers (€)
Year of
awarding
the
contract

Duration

Total fee

Number
of
countries
covered

Fee per
annum
and
country

Maximum
budget
advertised

Total fee as
% of
maximum
budget

Applied Tariffs Database section
2007

2008-2009

€974,548

64

€7,614

1,250,000

78

2008

2009-2011

€858,220

38

€7,528

1,100,000

78

2010

2010-2012

€1,440,000

64

€7,500

1,800,000

80

Exporter’s Guide to Import Formalities section
2006

2007-2009

€817,500

36

€7,569

1,000,000

82

2007

2008-2010

€889,500

38

€7,803

1,100,000

81

2009

2010-2012

€810,000

36

€7,500

1,000,000

81

2010

2011-2013

€1,408,000

64

€7,333

1,550,000

91

Source: GHK

A comparison with expenditure spent by the EC on the companion service of the MADB, the
Export Helpdesk for developing countries also confirms that the current prices are not
unreasonable. The Export Helpdesk contains similar information on exports into the EU than
the ATD and EGIF sections of the MADB on exports to third countries.
The latest contracts on supplying and updating data on EU and MS‘s import requirements
and internal taxes were awarded in 2009 to the Spanish company TARIC S/A. The import
requirements section (lot 1) corresponds broadly to the contents of the EGIF, providing
general information on import formalities, description of the procedures and a searchable
database on the basis of HS codes on specific requirements (labelling information is
included) for the EU and/or 27 Member States, depending on the information. The section on
internal taxes (lot 2) corresponds partly to the ATD. The latest fees are given in Table 8.4
below.
Table 8.4 Latest unit costs of the Export Helpdesk (€)
Section of the
Export Helpdesk

Duration

Bid price

Countries
covered

Fees per
annum

Fees per
annum and
country

Import requirements
(lot 1)

2010-2012

€920,900

27 + EU

€306,967

€10,963

Internal taxes (lot 2)

2010-2012

€325,500

27 + EU

€108,500

€3,875

Total

2010-2012

€1,246,400

27 + EU

€415,467

€14,838

Source: GHK

The table shows that the annual costs for EGIF amount to €739,333, which is 2.4 times
higher than expenditure on the Export Helpdesk‘s corresponding section (lot 1). However,
EGIF covers 100 countries: the unit price (fees per country per annum) is, at around €7,500 ,
only about 68% of the unit price of the Export Helpdesk. The unit price for the internal taxes
section (lot 2), €3,875, is lower than the per-country and per-annum fees for the MADB‘s
ATD section, but it also involves considerably less research work.
Overall, the limited competition has not yet produced negative effects on prices (nor on
quality of the service), even though there undoubtedly is a supply risk. If Mendel Verlag for
some reason was unable or unwilling to continue supplying the service, the Commission is
likely to face difficulties in finding a suitable replacement guaranteeing the same quality at
the same price.
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9

Conclusions and recommendations
This is the second evaluation of the Market Access Database, following a similar exercise in
2006. This study covered a period that has seen: a setback in external trade as a
consequence of the economic crisis; an increase in the significance of non-tariff barriers but
also the emergence of new FTAs; an ongoing proliferation of trade-related information
accessible over the Internet; and, the sophistication of online resources. These trends have
shaped the context in which the MADB operates and expectations from stakeholders
considerably.
There was already prior evidence - from stakeholder feedback to the Commission - that the
MADB is a useful and important tool, so the main question for the evaluation was not
whether or not it should be retained but where its strengths and weaknesses lie and how it
could be further improved. These issues were at the focus of the work. The conclusions and
recommendations emerging from the evaluation are discussed below, grouped into seven
themes following those specified in the Terms of Reference but merging two of them functionality and usefulness - into one.

9.1

Functionality and usefulness
Question 1
Have the target users and their information needs been sufficiently clearly identified?

Even though the MADB is also used by researchers, students, policy consultants and
journalists who might have different expectations in terms of presentation, scope and detail,
there is a wide consensus within DG TRADE and amongst other stakeholders that the
MADB should aim at meeting the needs of four stakeholder groups. They are: individual
companies engaged in exporting (producers, traders, logistical service providers/shippers
and freight forwarders); public- or private-sector trade advisors; public authorities (at EU,
Member State and regional level); and, business representations.
The first two groups - those directly involved in external trade - are the two prime target
groups for the MADB, and were also the two first target groups when the database was
created. As explored in stakeholder interviews, these groups need reliable, comprehensive
and up-to-date information on tariffs and import formalities. These are not supplied in the
same quality and depth through other, freely available services. The first function of the
MADB at the time it was designed was to supply these actors with practical information on
export conditions in third country markets - this is primarily done via the Applied Tariffs
Database (ATD), the Exporter‘s Guide to Import Formalities (EGIF) and also via the
Statistical Database (SD).
The MADB targets companies with at least some external trade experience, it is not
conceived as a training tool on how to export. It provides a level of detail that satisfies even
the elevated needs of those European exporters who trade under standardised international
trading rules (Incoterms), which place more responsibility to the seller, such as e.g.
―Delivered Duty Paid‖ (DDP). This level of detail is not necessary for those who do business
e.g. Incoterms that require less engagement from the seller, e.g. ―Ex Works‖ (EXW), ―Free
Alongside Ship‖ (FAS), ―Free Carrier‖ (FCA) or ―Free On Board‖ (FOB) trading terms, who
might thus find the EGIF especially too detailed and onerous to use. Furthermore, trade in
services is not specifically addressed by the MADB: the searchable databases are based on
the HS-code system, which applies to goods only.
The two remaining stakeholder groups - public authorities and business representations became target groups later, when a second function was adopted for the MADB, namely
being a policy monitoring tool. Users from these target groups reported in the interviews that
they need to follow whether free trade or preferential agreements with third countries are
correctly implemented (in terms of tariffs and import documents required), and information on
non-tariff barriers to trade.
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Overall the target groups were reasonably well identified. The needs of the four target
groups vis-à-vis the MADB were also appropriately identified through earlier evaluations,
public consultations, through discussion in the Market Access Advisory Committee and from
feedback through other channels (such as through meetings with target groups at
conferences, presentations or through informal contacts with business stakeholders).

Question 2
To what extent does the MADB fulfil its three functions as regards quality, depth and detail? How do
the various interested parties view the performance of the MADB in terms of fulfilment of its three
functions? What are their requirements from the MADB?
Question 3
Is the information in the MADB useful to EU exporters and meeting their needs? Which sections of the
MADB are the most useful to EU exporters, and why? Which sections are least useful, and why?

The MADB was designed to fulfil three key functions, as described in the Terms of
Reference for the evaluation:
1. To provide basic information of interest to EU exporters such as import duties, related
taxes and documentary import requirements applicable in export markets, and trade
statistics and studies on market access related topics,
2. To list all the trade barriers affecting EU exports by sector and country and to ensure
systematic follow-up of the barrier identified, and
3. To make available an interactive means of communication between business and the EU
authorities, allowing an exchange of information on-line.
The evaluation has found that these functions are fulfilled by the MADB to different degrees:
the performance of the MADB as regards to the first function is very good; the second
function is slightly less well implemented and the approach taken to fulfil the third function
has not been adequately effective. Conclusions on each function are presented below.
1. Basic export information
As regards to its first function, the MADB performs excellently. Of the six core sections of the
MADB, three provide data linked to this function. The ATD supplies information on general
tariffs and specific duties, which in combination make up the ―applied rate‖, for all goods
covered by the HS system and a large number of third countries. The EGIF informs users
about general rules for importing goods to third countries, and lists and presents for specific
product groups the required documents and certificates. The SD provides data on external
trade flows up to nine years back between any Member State of the EU and any third
country for which statistics are collected by Eurostat. It is a replication of the ComExt
database but with a different interface. The ATD, EGIF and SD are databases searchable by
the HS-code of the product in question and by individual third countries (and, for the
statistical database, by year and by exporting Member State).
These three sections (along with the TBD) are the most visited parts of the MADB. Web
traffic data supplied by DG TRADE shows that the ATD is by far the most popular and used
in 65% of all visits to the MADB, the EGIF is used in about 23% of all visits, and the SD
comes third with 8% (in a tie with the TBD). The relative popularity of the ATD and EGIF
sections in comparison with other MADB sections is explained by their high utility for users.
A total of 84% of users participating in the survey viewed the ATD as ―very‖ or ―rather
useful‖, and 75% did the same for the EGIF, putting them first and second in the league table
of MADB sections by utility, by a considerable margin. For both sections, business
representations were the most satisfied, followed by exporters. Public authorities and trade
advisors found these tools somewhat less useful for their purposes. The SD was considered
to be slightly less useful (as the information is also retrievable from Eurostat‘s website): only
47% of the users regarded it as ―very‖ or ―rather useful‖. In contrast with the ATD and EGIF,
however, the SD is more useful for public authorities, and less so for exporting companies. In
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general, at the level of individual users, more experience with the MADB correlates with a
higher perceived utility of these sections.
The quality of the information stored in the ATD, EGIF and SD is assessed as being very
good. The first two are unique services in their class: comprehensive databases covering all
product groups and almost all export destinations and available free of charge, through
which users can reliably calculate the applied tariff rate and obtain an accurate picture of all
the import documents they will need to ensure customs clearance. Information on a variety
of third countries is available in one place, making the MADB an efficient ―one-stop shop‖.
Alternative ways of collecting the same information would involve onerous searches through
many websites and offline sources and would often yield less reliable data. This was
confirmed by a web search exercise: obtaining information on tariffs and import formalities
not using the MADB took the study team several hours, compared with only a few minutes
via the MADB. The ATD and EGIF are consequently greatly valued by exporters, trade
advisors and other stakeholders.
Feedback from users was also positive as regards to the depth of the information. Data in
these three sections of the MADB are fully integrated into the HS-code system. The
classification of product groups distinguishes mostly six digits, but it may go down to 12
digits in the HS-classification, depending on how many digits are used in the third country
concerned. This solution seems to be the preferred approach of users. 102 third countries
are included in the database, which represent in total 97.6% of the EU‘s exports by value.
Only a few countries with significant EU trade volumes are not covered. The distinction
between general rates, MFN rates (with the countries of origin being listed), or special
preferential rates applicable to EU Member States is a useful addition for assessing the
relative position of European exporters.
The question on the level of detail concerns primarily the EGIF section. Information in the
EGIF can be broken down into two distinct parts: general information on import procedures
and related issues presented in the ‗overview‘ part at country level; and detailed information
on import documents at product group level. The ―overview‖ covers most of the relevant
rules on exporting to an individual third country. There is however, disagreement amongst
users as regards the appropriate level of detail. For some, the overview was overly detailed
and complex, while for others, too little detail was given. A similar degree of disagreement of
stakeholders applied to the import documents presented in the EGIF integrated at productgroup level (by HS-codes). Here, a few respondents expressed a desire to see more
explanatory information on the rationale for the documents, and more in-depth information
on sanitary and phytosanitary issues (e.g. certification and import formalities).
This variation of views is largely a consequence of differences in Incoterms rules companies
use when exporting goods. For example, those who export under EXW, FCA or FOB do not
need to know about all the import documents required by customs in the destination country.
Also, the level of detail often varies across countries. Information for OECD countries is
usually very detailed whereas the level of detail is often rather limited for ―exotic‖ countries.
This means that companies trading with exotic countries may not be able to obtain all the
knowledge they need, especially on import formalities.
Although the first function of the MADB also mentions studies, these are mostly stored on
the DG TRADE website (http://ec.europa.eu/trade/analysis/). Only a handful of generic
studies are listed in the relevant MADB section; the latest is from 2007.
2. Trade barriers
The second function of the MADB concerns the collection and analysis of trade barriers. A
specific section of the public MADB, the publicly accessible Trade Barriers Database (TBD)
contains information on 414 non-tariff obstacles to trade for 55 third countries, from 31
sectors and a general cross-sectoral category. The restricted area of the MADB contains
barrier fiches as well as ―hymn sheets‖ for 202 selected (―key‖) barriers. This second function
is also supported by the Sanitary and Phytosanitary Export Database (SPS) section, which
presents information on altogether 94 sanitary and phytosanitary barriers from 37 countries,
(as of September 2011).
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The perceived utility of the TBD with users is less than the levels achieved by the ATD and
EGIF, with only 62% considering it ―very‖ or ―rather useful‖. The specific orientation of this
database, linking it to the second function of the MADB, results in public authorities
assigning much higher levels of utility to it than the other three user groups. This section is
used in 8% of all MADB visits. The SPS Export Database, on the other hand, seems to be of
significant use to only 19% of the stakeholders. This is explained by its highly specialised
nature, being of use mainly to exporters of agricultural products, food and drinks. Individual
exporters expressed higher user satisfaction of the SPS than other user groups.
In terms of quality, depth and detail of the information provided, both sections exhibit certain
gaps. The two main weaknesses of the TBD are linked to depth and to quality aspects of the
information provided. Firstly, not all significant trade barriers, but only a subset are included
in the database (the key trading partners of the EU are covered; but stakeholders reported
that there are many more barriers in these third countries). Secondly, the trade barrier fiches
- especially those that were not selected as ―key barriers‖ - are only infrequently updated:
resulting in user concerns about the quality of the information. As of July 2011, the average
number of days elapsed since the last update was 316 days for key barriers and 833 for nonkey barriers. Some of the barriers have not been reviewed for between three and seven
years.
Interviews with a sample of MADB users have confirmed that confidence in the reliability of
information contained in this section has deteriorated; although users have also emphasised
their need for reliable information about important non-tariff barriers, which is difficult to
obtain through other channels. There are not many good alternatives to the MADB in this
regard, its potential value-added in the area of NTBs is therefore high.
The SPS was viewed positively by users, but criticisms occurred. These are similar to those
formulated for the TBD: the database is considered as being incomplete and not fully up-todate (with the 440 days elapsed on average since the last update by mid-July 2011); some
users would also like to see more detail. Altogether, the SPS is less important for users as
other, more reliable information sources are available.
3. Interactive communication
The third function of the MADB, being a mechanism for interactive communication between
businesses and the Commission, is an area where the MADB could not yet live up to its
potential. Upon the recommendations from the previous evaluation of the MADB and the
outcomes of public consultation in 2007, DG TRADE has created a specific section within
the database, the Complaint Register (CR), as a mechanism for feedback from EU
companies on trade barriers they encounter.
However, despite earlier stakeholder support for it, the CR does not seem to work in
practice. This section has the lowest reported utility, with only 33% of users considering it
useful. The limitations have two major reasons. Firstly, whilst there are many stakeholders
who would be interested in learning about new barriers (the Commission, Member States,
business representations), very few stakeholders are actually willing to contribute - as this
would mean disclosing information on trade problems, which could also be valuable for their
direct competitors (this seems to apply not only to companies but also to Member States).
Secondly, what companies really need is a quick solution to their problem, which this
feedback mechanism can not provide, given that DG TRADE needs substantial time to
analyse the cases, elaborate the appropriate response - in partnership with Member States
and businesses - and implement these. Exporters, who ought to report problems, do not see
added value in supplying information to DG TRADE, which is not in a position to help them in
the short term. The complaints are also slowly processed. Only three complaints were linked
to specific a barrier fiche in the Trade Barriers Database by September 2011, with one of
them already resolved. The remaining 11 registered complaints are still under analysis.
Instead, exporting companies choose to resolve the obstacle they encounter through other
channels and do not report it. The Commission is mostly perceived to be a ―last resort‖, used
in case other channels fail to produce results, and even in these cases they will contact it
more confidentially through telephone or mail, not via a publicly accessible tool.
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Consequently, the CR is under-utilised: between its launch in December 2007 and May
2011, only 136 complaints were recorded, half of which were completely irrelevant (spam),
and only 14, (10%) were ultimately registered. This corresponds to only four registered
complaints per year.

Question 4
Is it possible to isolate specific information needs of SMEs, seeking to penetrate export markets, or to
expand their export trade? If so, how well does the MADB cater for their needs? Could these be better
addressed, either directly through the MADB, or through the provision of supplementary information?

As evidenced by the online user survey, whilst 56% of the exporters using the MADB are
SMEs, this figure still suggests they are probably underrepresented. The proportion of SMEs
amongst all European companies (excluding financial sector) is currently 99.8%. Even if the
proportion of SMEs amongst those companies that are active in external trade is lower than
52
this figure, it is safe to assume that it is considerably greater than 56%. On the other hand,
most of the private trade advisors are SMEs.
The reasons for this underperformance seems to be that SMEs, especially micro and small
enterprises are more reliant on trade advisors (including chambers of commerce), importers
or other intermediaries in their export transactions and thus do not access the MADB
directly. They also often trade under Incoterms with more restricted responsibilities and thus
assign lesser necessity for the detailed information stored in the MADB. They also seem to
be less aware of the service.
In terms of perceived utility of the service, no significant differences between SMEs and
large enterprises emerged: the utility of the EGIF is slightly higher for micro and small
enterprises than for larger ones; whereas the finding is exactly the opposite for the ATD.
However, the MADB ought to be disproportionately more important for smaller market actors.
SMEs are a key target group for the MADB, as they often lack the economies of scale to pay
for subscription-based services, nor do they normally have extensive networks of business
partners or contacts within third country authorities that could advise them on requirements
especially recent changes. The evaluation showed that there are only limited opportunities to
get the same quality information free of charge from other sources.
One important distinction between small and larger companies, as shown amongst the
survey results, is that the former are often less experienced in export procedures and also in
using the MADB. As suggested by several survey respondents, novice users need some
help, for example in the form of a simple roadmap - a step-by-step guide on how to use this
service, explaining the rationale for import documents. This could help them understand
what exactly is required for a consignment and why - even if they are not responsible for all
documentation.

Recommendation 1: The coverage of the TBD and SPS sections should be extended by

capitalising on pre-existing information available to stakeholders. In specific:

▪

▪

52

Consider adding fiches to the TBD and SPS on important obstacles or measures
including those that were notified at the WTO TBT and SPS information System but not
yet included in the MADB. The content of the WTO fiches need to be supplemented with
additional information.
Member States should integrate into the TBD their already existing trade barriers lists
(Member States, some links already provided in the useful links section) with due
indication that these were not elaborated by the Commission. The EC should coordinate
this process, displaying which Member States have contributed to the database and
which did not. Alternatively, the MADB could provide links in the TBD section to such

Comprehensive statistical data was not available on this topic.
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▪

external websites operated by Member States.
EU-level business representations should contribute to the TBD by highlighting relevant
trade barriers not yet included in the TBD. The EC should therefore launch a survey
amongst them, and display which organisations have contributed to the database and
which did not.

Recommendation 2: The structure and presentation of the information contained in the

EGIF section should be improved. Notably:

▪

▪

▪
▪

The presentation of the country ―overview of import procedures‖ section in the EGIF
should be restructured and improved so that the entry page only contains news,
information on agreements, customs procedures, market regulation, general
requirements for import formalities, licences and certifications of origin. Separate
subpages should be devoted to general country information; as well as to sector-specific
requirements (such as wildlife products, medicines etc.).
The rationale for import documents should be explained for less experienced exporters
(mostly SMEs), preferably in the form of a general roadmap (step-by-step guide) of
exporting, not linked to any specific third country or sector, in a specific ―Help‖ section
which should also include the User Guide. Merging the two is an option. The roadmap
should be addressed at SMEs, especially micro and small enterprises.
The MADB should make a clear distinction between ―key barriers‖ and other barriers in
the TBD. The website should clearly communicate that the focus of the Commission‘s
work is on resolving the ―key barriers‖ in order to manage the expectations of users.
The EC should strengthen the communication of success stories, currently presented in
the newsletter and in a hidden subsection in TBD under ―Other search criteria‖, by
displaying prominently a link to resolved barriers on the TBD front page.

Recommendation 3: Feedback mechanisms and the timeliness of information in the MADB

need to be improved. More specifically:

▪

▪

9.2

The EC should conduct a simple technical update of all TBD and SPS fiches, indicating
at which stage the resolution of the case currently is (or confirming that no progress has
been achieved). The aim for all fiches is to appear as being up-to-date, without requiring
significant time input from the case handlers.
The EC should significantly increase the swiftness of the processing of complaints and
the feedback mechanism to complainants (including automated solutions) or,
alternatively, consider closing down the Complaint Register.

Reliability
Question 5
Is the information provided by the MADB accurate, verifiable and up to date? What steps does DG
Trade take to ensure that the information it provides is reliable?

The MADB is perceived as a very reliable trade-related information tool by stakeholders:
65% of users had not encountered any inaccurate, outdated or incomplete information - even
for the very experienced who had more time to find such mistakes, the proportion was only
45%. The ATD and EGIF sections of the MADB, with data supplied from external
contractors, are considered by users and DG TRADE alike as the most reliable sources for
applied rates and import formalities available over the Internet.
The verification exercise confirmed these views: the check of a sample of 242 data pieces on
either applied tariffs or import formalities for products from three sectors (chemicals, textiles,
wine) for ten third countries found only minor discrepancies in 9% of the data checked. On
most cases, these were either: (i) very recent changes in third country regulations that could
not be followed up instantly but which appeared on the MADB after the next update; (ii)
version changes of import documents without any significant change in the content; or (iii)
103

Evaluation of the Commission's Market Access Database

cases where further information of relevance, e.g. on specific cases where a certain
document may be needed, was available but was not included in the MADB.
There is consequently no need to consider ways of strengthen the reliability of the ATD, and
no pressing needs emerge to improve information in the EGIF that would justify the effort
involved, except for one area: including links where the document templates originate from
and/or where users can check for eventual updates. Small gains may be achieved by
speeding up the process of human verification of submitted data by case handlers at DG
TRADE so that updates can be uploaded earlier.
However, the TBD and the SPS sections are considered to be less reliable information
sources, as updates are only infrequently made. A significant number of the fiches have not
been updated for two, three or even more years. This was noted by users, who consequently
had less confidence in their reliability.
The Commission and the data providers are approached on a regular basis by exporters
who are faced with different reality than reported in the MADB (mostly concerning applied
tariffs). This normally happens when recent changes not yet appear on the MADB but the
change can be confirmed. But it also emerged from the evaluation that most users do not
report discrepancies when they encounter them. As in the case of the Complaint Database,
they are discouraged from sharing information with their competitors without a clear benefit
for themselves. This leads to gaps in discovering and correcting inaccurate or outdated
information especially in the TBD and SPS sections.

Recommendation 4: The frequency of updating the MADB should be increased; signposting

to users and the reporting of errors should be facilitated. More specifically:

▪
▪
▪

9.3

Increase the frequency of updating the data contained in the TBD and SPS sections.
The EGIF section should feature a link to document templates where users can check for
eventual updates.
Consider implementing an anonymous reporting mechanism also covering the TBD and
SPS to facilitate feedback from users, by including specific links for this purpose under
each of the fiches. Users would be able to mark the fiche on the reporting subpage as
being not accurate without necessarily having to supply their name and specific
comments.

Completeness
Question 6
What kind of information is missing, or could be added to the existing data?

The ATD section is considered by stakeholders to be complete as it is now, including not
only information on tariffs, but also on customs clearance fees and local taxes. One possible
useful addition for users could be tariff information linked to free trade or preferential
agreements between third countries (not including the EU) to assess the comparative
disadvantage of EU countries. However, the costs of these would likely be prohibitive.
As for the EGIF section, the survey and interviews amongst users revealed following
additional information needs which were advocated by several stakeholders:

▪
▪
▪
▪

More detailed customs information
Information on Preferential Trade Agreements (PTAs) in greater detail, especially as
regards to PTAs in force between the EU as a whole and third countries. The exact
requirements (rules of origin) could be better described
Supplementary inputs on EU sanctions applied in third countries
More information on transportation and logistics formalities
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Other needs, expressed only by one or a few users, included: more detailed information on
customs procedures; transportation and logistics formalities; Chapter 98 provisions (special
classification provisions); additional information on Preferential Trade Agreements (PTAs)
especially with regard to rule of origin requirements; data on EU sanctions applied in third
countries. more information on certification and standardisation requirements in general; and
on specific rules applying to a specific product group; and more detailed information on
sanitary and phytosanitary issues - including vis-à-vis certification, import formalities and
other sector-specific issues, and specific information on the application of the International
Standard for Phytosanitary Measures (ISPM) No. 15 for wood packaging material.
Some users - public authorities - suggested that aggregate data on trade flows could be
improved in the Statistical Database, presenting for instance the total volume of trade
(exports and imports) of a Member State with a specific third country, or a ranking of
countries on the basis of their relative importance as an EU trade partner. It should be noted
that the datasets available on Eurostat‘s website already offer these options.
Users made no specific suggestions with regard to other MADB sections, but they
formulated a set of overarching recommendations covering the service as a whole or relating
to more than one section. The most important of these were the following:

▪

―Early warning‖ information on upcoming changes in tariffs, import requirements and
other relevant regulations. These could be partly integrated in the individual databases
(primarily ATD, EGIF) at product level, but partly only appear as general information,
possibly at a sector-specific level (e.g. in the EGIF section).

▪

External links to trade barriers, applied tariffs, information providers and other relevant
trade data for countries not yet covered; such as e.g. Iraq.

▪

More links for contact where further information on trade matter could be obtained. This
concerns both authorities in third countries and in the EU - at European, Member State
or perhaps even regional level. The list provided under the ―useful links‖ sections seems
is currently incomplete. For instance, the contact indicated for Latvia is the responsible
ministry, whereas concrete support to companies is given by the investment and tradepromotion agency.

Suggestions were also made by some users to focus more on security-related issues (trade
barriers), on investment barriers and financial regulations in the future.
For most of the needs expressed by users it is highly questionable whether the effort to
implement them would be justified by higher customer value. Recommendations were only
made by a limited number of stakeholders, they are probably infrequently needed and much
of the information is already available on alternative websites. In case additional information
is uploaded, it will need to be checked whether it is worthwhile to integrate it into the
Harmonised System (the searchable databases), or whether a simpler format would suffice.

Question 7
How are users reacting on insufficient or incomplete information? Do they use other online information
services? If so, which ones? What other competing or complementary products are currently available
for EU business? Do the interested parties know of these products, and do they use some or any of
them?

The MADB is not the only online service users may consult on trade-related matters; 59% of
exporters report taking advantage of such alternative sources, 19% of which, mainly large
companies, also use fee-based services. Micro enterprises on the other hand are less likely
to use any other web resource on exporting to third countries.
There is a range of alternative websites and databases around Europe and in other countries
of the world offering services similar to the MADB. Major global websites used most
frequently in addition to the MADB include:
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▪

For tariffs: the TARIC database (Online Customs Tariff Database), WTO Tariff Download
Facility, UnctadStat database, WCO National and International Customs Tariff database,
APEC Tariff Database, BITD, MendelOnline

▪

For import formalities: Customsinfo.com and MendelOnline

▪

On trade statistics: Eurostat‘s ComExt database, the UnctadStat database (United
Nations Conference on Trade and Development) and the United Nation‘s Comtrade
database, Trade Map statistics

▪

On trade barriers: WITS (WTO World Integrated Trade Solution) and WTO TBT
Information Management System on trade barriers

These are complemented by services that address a national audience such as, for German
companies, the websites of the German Customs Administration, Germany Trade and
Invest, the Federal Office of Economics and Export Control, or the offline ―Konsulats- und
Mustervorschriften‖ reference book in Germany. In addition, websites from third countries
customs authorities are also often reviewed for specific regulations in applied tariffs.
However, the ATD and EGIF sections of the MADB seem to be overall superior to alternative
services, containing more, more comparable, more accurate and up-to-date information.

Recommendation 5: Complement the data content with additional information or by adding

links leading users to external websites with additional information of relevance. Notably:

▪
▪

▪
▪
▪
▪
▪

9.4

Expand the EGIF overview section with more detail on the functioning of preferential
trade arrangements, notably the rules of origin
Complement the ―useful links‖ section with additional contacts at the EU, Member State
and perhaps regional level, especially where concrete help (customised information and
one-on-one counselling) on trade matters can be obtained. This includes trade promotion
agencies and chambers of commerce.
Add aggregation of statistical data (at several product group levels) as an option to the
Statistical Database.
Add text or links explaining sanctions and retaliatory measures applied in third countries
concerning imports from the EU.
Add links (generally for the individual third countries concerned, not integrated into the
Harmonised System) to web resources presenting tariff rates under preferential
arrangements between third countries.
Add links to official information on applied tariffs and import formalities (even if not
verified) for a limited set of key trading partners (Iraq, Afghanistan, Benin, Sudan etc.),
which are not yet included in the ATD and EGIF sections.
Include links to important alternative/complementary websites operated by major
international organisations (especially: UNCTAD statistics, WTO tariff and trade barrier
databases)

User-friendliness
Question 8
Is the service provided sufficiently understandable and accessible to the target users, in terms of
content and format? Is the website intuitive and easy to use? What recommendations or suggestions
can be made to improve these aspects?

In general, user feedback on the level of the MADB‘s user-friendliness is positive, with 71%
of respondents finding the MADB ―rather‖ or ―very convenient‖ to use. No major differences
appeared across stakeholder groups: the proportion of ―rather satisfied‖ or ―very satisfied‖
respondents varied from 60% for export consultancies to 78% for business representations.
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Especially the Applied Tariffs Database is seen as being easy to use (76% of respondents
consider it ―rather‖ or ―very user-friendly‘‖, together with the Exporter‘s Guide to Import
Formalities (72%). Views on the Complaint Register and the Statistical Database are slightly
less favourable, but respectively 46% and 50% of respondents still reported them to be
either ―rather‖ or ―very‖ convenient to use. Criticism, when expressed, primarily concerned:
the search functions of the MADB; the time need involved with having to search for data by
single HS-code and single country; the inability to store search profiles; and, not being able
to save search results in various document formats and print them conveniently. Further
suggestions included: more help for inexperienced users; and considering offering certain
services also in other languages.
In addition, it was observed that not all users are aware of the level of detail provided on the
MADB (e.g. information on internal taxes in the ATD), nor of the links facilitating easy
switching between different sections of the MADB. The User Guide remains a fairly technical
tool, offering limited guidance for those users who do not yet know how and for what the
information on the MADB can be used, and how to link these to their market scan or export
procedures. Also, the keyword search tool was sometimes perceived to be rather unhelpful.
The expert review of the website has identified similar weaknesses or potentials for
improvements. In specific, these concerned the following: search facilitation to help in
selecting the right HS-codes; improved keyword search; keeping search controls on the
same page; tabbed controls; dynamic updates and display; validation of user inputs; as well
as improving search storage functionalities and adding notification and print options.
Additional areas where improvements can be achieved are the better use of navigation tools,
icons and controls.

Recommendation 6: Enhance the user-friendliness of the database primarily by simplifying

and strengthening the consistency of design and controls, allowing multiple searches and the
storing and printing of results. More specifically:

▪
▪
▪
▪
▪
▪

▪
▪
▪

Eliminate inconsistencies in navigation and strengthen the transparency of the layout
enabling easy navigation (further explained in Section 4 and in the technical annex).
Consolidate controls and improve their visibility. Consider using dynamic updates and
display.
Use more icons; insert more visible icons into the ATD to HS-codes where additional
information (internal taxes) is available on a sub-page.
Revise the keyword search tool so that it better facilitates search for products without
knowing the HS-code. Use user input validation tools in controls.
Keep the search controls on the result page so that any of the search criteria can be
easily amended and a new search initiated from that page (without navigating back to
the query page).
Allow in the ATD the selection of more HS-codes and/or third countries (with outputs
next to or under each other). Multi-searches can be duly accounted for in the maximum
allowable number of daily queries. Allow multi-product and country search possibilities in
the Statistical Database and complement it with the option to aggregate data.
Enable the storing of search results and allow stateless search for bookmarking.
Allow downloading and printing of results in Excel and PDF formats. Alternatively, create
a printer-friendly results page in HTML format.
Use RSS feeds to keep users up to date with new changes.

Recommendation 7: Consider creating hybrid versions of the ATD and possibly the EGIF

sections in multiple European languages with the translation of basic information such as
controls, search options and HS-codes (which should be available), but not the translation of
the actual information contained in the individual sections.
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9.5

Awareness and familiarity
Question 9
What is the level of awareness of the MADB amongst target users in the EU? How do users find, or
learn about, the MADB? How far has DG Trade succeeded in raising awareness of the MADB? What
further steps could be taken to increase familiarity with the service?
To which websites could the MADB be linked, in order to raise awareness and widen its use? What
other channels or tools could be envisaged to broaden its reach?

The main problem with the MADB is the limited awareness of the service among target
users, especially exporting companies. All relevant stakeholders share this view. The
number of visitors is much lower than the overall size of the target groups and the merit of
the service would justify, and does not seem to have increased significantly over the last
years. Stakeholders asked in the user survey were convinced that exporters in general are
not well aware of the MADB.
One main reason for this lack of awareness amongst companies is that the information on
the existence and value of the MADB does not reach them. The European Commission
employs a variety of communication activities to promote it - via presentations and reference
in brochures and newsletters - but it is not well equipped to reach out to companies on-theground and is thus reliant on Member State bodies and business representations closer to
enterprises to address them.
The user survey showed that the relative majority of MADB users (25%) learnt about the
service from the Commission itself. One-fifth (20%) were directed to the MADB by a
business association and an additional 20% by public or private trade advisors, whereas
19% discovered the MADB via an own web search. Different types of stakeholders learnt
about the MADB through different ways: as for individual companies, the significance of own
web search and that of business partners is considerably higher than for other target groups.
Evidence shows that those information intermediaries close to European businesses chambers of commerce, business associations, public trade promotion agencies - do not
promote the MADB. Only 251 web pages with links to the MADB were found, which is
considerably below expectations if one only considers the thousands of chambers and
business support organisations dealing with external trade issues in the EU. Most of the links
are published on the websites of EU, German, Spanish and Italian business representations.
The low numbers may indicate reluctance from information intermediaries to promote the
MADB.
This was confirmed in a ―mystery shopping‖ exercise conducted amongst 14 business
representations or trade promotion agencies in 14 different Member States. The objective
was to assess whether they recommend the MADB to an inexperienced company who would
like to do a basic market scan (for which the MADB is useful). The results were mostly
negative: the use of the MADB was rarely recommended by the organisations contacted.
Only six organisations seemed to be aware of the MADB and only two actually
recommended it. The services recommended were mostly web-based ones at the Member
State level or one-on-one consulting services (mostly their own). Only two of the
organisations contacted recommended the MADB as first choice source, and only an
additional three more mentioned it as an option - in general, these respondents were
acknowledging it as an EC-sponsored instrument which is reliable, up-to-date and free of
charge.
The limited number of business support organisations recommending the MADB is a
particular problem as it is not easy to find the service via Google if one does not know its
name. A Google search using five common search terms on trade issues that SMEs could
use when they search for information in 11 languages showed that the MADB or a link to it
on another website very infrequently features among the top 50 search results. Searches
conducted in English had a slightly higher hit rate.
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Search engine optimisation techniques could help users finding the MADB easier, and a
possible renaming of the MADB, coupled with a self-confident advertising of the service
could also boost awareness and use.
As regards to what type of websites to contact, where a link to the MADB would be most
efficient, the first place where individual companies would first search for information on
exports are public authorities, public trade advisories or business representations in their
own country or, in case of larger countries, their own region. This includes contacting these
bodies directly (via phone or e-mail) but also searching their websites. It emerged from both
the ‗backlinks‘ check and the ―mystery shopping‖ exercise that most of the national ministries
and agencies, as well as chambers of commerce and business associations do not advertise
the MADB on their website, do not recommend using it to companies, and are in many cases
not even aware of the MADB and its benefits to companies.

Recommendation 8: Consider renaming the database and update related communication

messages. Reinforce advertising and communication activities targeting primarily information
intermediaries in the Member States (public-sector actors and business representations).
Notably:

▪
▪
▪

▪
▪

Consider changing the name of the MADB to a ―catchier‖ name possibly together with a
slogan that gives a clear indication of its content, its use and its uniquely positive
features.
Advertise the revamped service in newsletters, brochures and presentations, pointing to
its high value for exporters.
Launch a targeted campaign to make relevant staff at public bodies in the Member
States (including regional level) and major business representations aware of the MADB
and its benefits. The campaign could involve Member State interlocutors and business
representations at EU level forwarding information to the relevant recipients on-theground.
Ask Member State interlocutors as well as partners from business representations to
advertise the MADB on their websites and ask the same from relevant agencies and
business representations on the ground.
Consider also using social media options, notably LinkedIn or Facebook, where major
modifications of the MADB could be advertised, as well as Wikipedia.

Recommendation 9: Improve the visibility of the MADB through search engine optimisation

(SEO) involving title tags, XML site maps, multi-lingual meta tags, the use of W3C Compliant
Code and simpler URLs.

9.6

Effectiveness
Question 11
What is the most effective way of measuring usage of the MADB?

DG TRADE cannot currently reliably measure the number of individual users of the MADB,
as many of them are working in the same organisation and use the same IP address and a
distinction between them is not possible if cookies are not accepted or deleted from the
users‘ computer. Data on the number of ―daily unique users‖ therefore cover unique IP
addresses. However, this indicator provides a good measure of usage trends and will be
useful to gauge the effectiveness of future awareness-raising activities.
Another, in some respects better indicator of usage is the number of hits on the website and
especially the number of (successful or unsuccessful) queries launched. These are broken
down by MADB section and can thus measure both overall use and the relative popularity of
the individual databases/sections.
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There are technical possibilities for more comprehensive (anonymous) logging of user
behaviour over and above the current system of logging visits, which could help to create
user profiles and to identify search traits by identifying important factors such as the duration
of visits and how users varied their searches.

Question 12
How do companies use information derived from the MADB to boost or support their export business?
What specific examples can be provided of: (i) situations where use of the MADB facilitated EU
businesses' development or expansion of export trade; (ii) significant counter-examples, i.e. situations
where an examination of, or reliance on, information in the MADB failed adequately to prepare
companies for the real barriers and problems experienced?

Finding cases where MADB was instrumental in boosting or supporting export business of
individual companies, attributing such impacts to the MADB is difficult, as the MADB is
normally not the only success factor behind a success story in exports. Exporters normally
use the information derived from the MADB to verify that they have obtained correct
information from their importer, business partner, or advisor. If not for cross-checking
information from other sources, MADB data is used for the following purposes:

▪

to ensure that the deliveries will be cleared by customs, avoiding problems (EGIF);

▪

to assess whether there is a need for adjusting their margins or use price discrimination
between markets (ATD); and

▪

to support them in the decision whether to expand their activities to other markets
(several sections).

Trade advisors use the service for similar reasons, processing and passing the information
to their clients. In its role as a decision support tool, the MADB is very valuable for these
stakeholders.
One concrete case was identified where the MADB brought tangible benefit to an EU
exporter. A trade-promotion agency interviewed reported that one of their clients benefited
directly from the information found on the MADB through discovering that two sets of tax
codes applied to the same set of products. The company then used one of these two sets of
codes (accepted ultimately by the customs office in the third country) leading to lower tariff
rates. Considerable tariff savings were thus achieved.
One way to estimate the value of the service is to estimate the time savings achieved
through using the MADB. Time savings were considered by exporters and trade advisors to
be the main added value of the MADB. Relevant information is available at a mouse-click,
whilst it would otherwise take hours, in some cases days, to assemble the same information
via other means. An experimental search undertaken by the research team confirmed that
the MADB can reduce the time need to find one piece of information by around 20 minutes
(and there are usually several pieces of information to search for). If it is assumed that there
are 500,000 relevant queries per annum each otherwise requiring 20 minutes there would be
a total time saving of around 167,000 hours, or 20,833 working days, corresponding to a
monetary value of at least €3.75 million per year for exporters and trade advisors. This
estimate does not reflect the monetised benefits of the superior quality of the information
accessed.

Question 13
How is DG Trade relying on information extracted from the MADB in the ordinary course of its trade
negotiations and general conduct of trade policy?

The MADB was originally created with an emphasis on satisfying exporting companies‘
information needs. However, it also serves public-sector actors as a policy monitoring tool,
and thus has a public policy rationale for its existence. Whilst there are alternative services
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for companies (free or fee-based) that can provide the same or similar information, there are
no alternative services combining information on tariffs, import formalities and trade barriers
for more than 100 third countries in a comparable structure. In addition, the trade barrier
fiches and hymn sheets in the restricted area of the MADB are enabling Member States to
speak with ―one voice‖ in trade negotiations. This monitoring role is especially valuable for
DG TRADE, which has a prominent role in shaping European trade policy.
Apart from DG TRADE, the MADB brings added value to other public-sector actors.
According to survey results, the primarily benefit of the MADB for public authorities was
improving their exporters‘ market access (75% agreed fully or to some extent), but the
MADB also brings value in terms of providing help in elaborating their strategy and activities
aiming at addressing market access issues (61%). For business representations, the key
benefit of the MADB was the help it gave them in better informing their members (73%),
whereas the MADB‘s role in making them better equipped in the trade-related policy
dialogue was less prominent (47% agreed).

Recommendation 10: Monitoring of user behaviour should be reinforced, whilst maintaining

the current system of measuring usage for data comparability. In more detail:

▪

▪

9.7

The EC should continue to measure usage of the MADB with the same indicators (DUVs
on the basis of unique IP addresses; number of daily visits, number of successful
queries) to establish trends over time and the effectiveness of future actions to raise
awareness.
The EC should log user behaviour more comprehensively, in order to collect data that
could be used to analyse which searches and combinations of searches are of key
importance for users. This could enable the MADB to ―prompt‖ users in a manner
analogous to modern commercial websites.

Administration of the service
Question 14
How are the existing management procedures of the MADB implemented in order to facilitate its
objectives, development, maintenance and day-to-day operation?

The MADB portal is operated and maintained by DG TRADE‘s Market Access Unit (Unit G.1)
with support from the IT department (Unit A.3), while the SPS Export Database is managed
by the SPS Issues Unit (Unit C.1). Data in the ATD and the EGIF sections are collected by
external suppliers and statistical data are provided by Eurostat. Data undergo first an
automated and then a manual verification before being uploaded onto the MADB.
The organisation arrangements and the level of human resources assigned to the tasks are
adequate. The monetised value of the service justifies the costs of the provision including the
4.25 FTE staff assigned within the Commission to MADB-related tasks. The swiftness of
uploading data to ATD and EGIF sections and especially feedback to complainants could
however be increased to a small degree.
An issue to address is the reliance on one external contractor who is now almost the
exclusive supplier of data to the ATD and EGIF sections. Since 2006, only two offers have
been submitted for each of the tenders on data supply for the ATD and EGIF sections. Given
the specialist nature of the service required, the wide geographical coverage and relatively
limited resources available, it appears that there are very few economic operators prepared
to invest so that they can supply reliable data (researched and confirmed on-the-ground) on
applied tariffs and import formalities at competitive rates compared to the incumbent
supplier. This is despite the Commission having made efforts to open up the market by
breaking down the tender into small lots (different customs areas) of which any number
could have been selected by a tenderer.
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The limited competition has not however adversely affected the costs to the EU of providing
the MADB service. Unit prices have remained stable, slightly decreasing in the past four
years and the bid prices received were 10-20% less than the allocated budget. Also, the
quality of the information supply service has been maintained. Indeed, users reported
improvements over the last years. Furthermore the prices are reasonable when compared
with the services received by the Export Helpdesk for developing countries.
Given the continued justification for the MADB being provided as EU ―public service‖ and the
difficulties in having a normal level of competition amongst suppliers through open
procurement there is merit in considering alternative arrangements such as the introduction
of a pricing system that would lead to the service becoming ―self sufficient‖. However, the
small financial scale of the operation and the strong continuing public policy rationale for EU
intervention and financial support for the MADB point to these alternatives having little merit.
There may, however, be a case for minor modifications to the procurement procedures so as
to ensure continued value for money is obtained, by, for example, the creation of a multiple
tender framework contact.

Recommendation 11: There should be a reduction in the time taken to verify data supplied

by external contractors before uploading, and a reduction in the time taken to provide
feedback to users on questions or complaints.
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