Friends Pay Tribute by Honoring Ideas
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By all accounts, Eduardo Ley was bright, irreverent, and a generous mentor. He was one of the World Bank’s leading fiscal economists. He sent quirky emails, cracked self-effacing jokes, and published regularly in good academic journals while also working on practical, public-policy matters for the World Bank’s clients. 

It will be his intellectual spirit that is remembered Wednesday at a conference hosted by the Economic Policy and Debt unit of PREM. Eduardo eschewed traditional attention, his friends and colleagues said—he grumbled at the cards and flowers when he fell ill. He passed away July 1, and the conference will memorialize him in a way that avoids too much ceremony, as he would have wished, said his friend Naoko Kojo.

“Eduardo had bilateral connections with so many people and it actually created an intellectual sphere around him,” said Harun Onder, who helped organize the conference. “It will make us happy to see that the sphere that he created—that had Eduardo at the center—is actually tangible.”

Upon Eduardo’s passing, one of his co-authors, Mark Steel, a professor of statistics at the University of Warwick, published some reflections on knowing and working with Eduardo. “Besides being a truly inspiring, warm and caring person with a great sense of humor, he was also a gifted researcher,” Mark wrote, describing some of the innovations Eduardo brought to the field of statistical modeling. 

Mark will speak Wednesday about Bayesian Model Averaging (BMA)—a technique he and Eduardo used to explore statistical model uncertainty—in a session called “Eduardo and BMA.” The range of topics in the conference is broad, as were Eduardo’s interests. The keynote speaker is Google Chief Economist Hal Varian, who was Eduardo’s dissertation advisor. Other participants come from academia, the International Monetary Fund (IMF) and the World Bank. Among the subjects they will discuss are lofty quandaries and thorny issues: fiscal policy regimes for extractive industries, timely macroeconomic monitoring, and predictions of economic crisis.

But everyone who knew Eduardo will remember the economist who was, above all, human. Harun, who was starting his second year at the World Bank when he first met Eduardo, remembers his open door, his love of ideas and the continuous, intense dialogue that would evolve across days and across projects. 

“I felt an immediate connection with him,” he said. “I think the strongest feeling was: I want to talk to him again.”

Jennifer Keller, another colleague, remembers Eduardo as phenomenally bright and a wonderful instructor in classes on complex topics. But he was soft-spoken and unassuming, too, she said, and he enjoyed the lighter side of life. He would frequently email pithy phrases or Dilbert cartoons depicting analysis problems. “He was devilishly funny,” she said, and a “religious” squash player, often heading to games over lunch. “For being as smart as he was and as respected as he was, I found that he was very generous with his time.”

Roumeen Islam said her discussions with Eduardo could start in fiscal policy and veer off on crazy tangents, ending up on a study about monkey behavior. They had a friendly fitness competition, comparing heart-rates during work-outs. But she said she had just begun to re-connect with Eduardo when he fell ill. 

“I was so shocked and so very sad because here I was about to become even better friends after reconnecting,” she said. “He was just so nice. And not competitive. He knew he was intelligent and smart. He knew he had it together. He didn’t have to prove it.”

Juan F. Jimeno, who worked with Eduardo at the Spanish think-tank, FEDEA, recalled that one of Eduardo’s charms was his penchant for challenging authority. But he also made light of his own achievements, referring to his “ridiculum vitae,” and downplaying promotions, Juan wrote in a tribute to Eduardo spoken at a symposium hosted by the Spanish Economic Association in December: 

“In sum, Eduardo was the kind of guy that we all need to remind us to take everything—including ourselves—less seriously.”
