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Abstract 

Least developing countries (LDCs) are those characterised by low income, poor human 

welfare and very high economic vulnerability, as criteria identified by the United Nations; 

all of which combined reflects a low standard of living aggravated by a fragile socio-

economic environment. By virtue of their LDC status, these countries receive special 

treatment in the form of concessions and leeway that are designed to attain specific 

socio-economic targets and hence graduate. 

The essence of this Discussion Paper is to identify the manner in which tools provided 

by the multilateral trading system have the potential to assist LDCs in graduating, as 

provided by success stories of the past and specific benefits offered by trade-related 

programmes. While only four countries having graduated so far, certain LDCs, such as 

Bangladesh, Nepal and Kiribati provide interesting cases of complicated inter-

relationships of graduation criteria within the trading system. Although difficult to 

directly correlate, the multilateral trade has the ability to assist more LDCs graduate, 

and meet the goal of Istanbul Plan of Action (IPoA), by focussing on certain assistance 

programmes and mechanisms while also amending its functions. Importantly, finding 

an equitable support structure for developed countries, the World Trade Organisation 

(WTO) and trade-related programmes to remove capacity constraints and building on 

the unique opportunities of each country lies at the heart of LDC graduation. 1 

  

                                                           
1
 This Discussion Paper was contributed by Yogini Oke, West Bengal National University of Juridical Sciences, Kolkata. Comments 

were provided by M. A. Razzaque, Head, International Trade Policy Section, Commonwealth Secretariat; Shishir Priyadarshi, Director, 
Development Division, World Trade Organisation; and Ziyaad Ebrahim, Economic and Legal Officer, Development Division, World 
Trade Organisation. 
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Introduction 

                                                           
2
 „Inclusion In The LDC Category‟, United Nations 

Development Policy and Analysis Division (UNDESA), 
available at: https://www.un.org/development/desa/dpad/least-
developed-country-category/ldc-inclusion.html  
3
 See the growth of protectionist tariff and non-tariff measures 

in Evenett, Simon and Johannes Fritz, „Throwing Sand in the 
Wheels: How Trade Distortions Slowed LDC Export-Led 
Growth‟, Centre for Economic Policy Research, 2015, 
available at: 
http://voxeu.org/sites/default/files/file/Sand%20in%20the%20
Wheels_27April.pdf  
4
 LDCs have doubled since their formal origin in 1971 from 25 

to 48. „Handbook on the Least Developed Country Category: 
Inclusion, Graduation and Special Support Measures  
Second Edition‟, Committee for Development Policy and 
United Nations Department of Economic and Social Affairs, 
2015, available at 
www.un.org/en/development/desa/policy/cdp/cdp_publications
/2015cdphandbook.pdf  

                                                           
5
 See further trade challenges facing LDCs and the IPoA in 

Razzaque, Mohammad A. and Kirthika Selvakumar, „Putting 
LDCs Back on Track: Challenges in Achieving the IPoA 
Targets‟, Trade Hot Topics, The Commonwealth Secretariat, 
Issue 136, 2017 

https://www.un.org/development/desa/dpad/least-developed-country-category/ldc-inclusion.html
https://www.un.org/development/desa/dpad/least-developed-country-category/ldc-inclusion.html
http://voxeu.org/sites/default/files/file/Sand%20in%20the%20Wheels_27April.pdf
http://voxeu.org/sites/default/files/file/Sand%20in%20the%20Wheels_27April.pdf
http://www.un.org/en/development/desa/policy/cdp/cdp_publications/2015cdphandbook.pdf
http://www.un.org/en/development/desa/policy/cdp/cdp_publications/2015cdphandbook.pdf
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Background  

                                                           
6
 „The Least Developed Countries: 

Historical Background‟, United Nations, available at: 
www.un.org/events/ldc3/prepcom/history.htm  
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Criteria for LDCs Graduation 

Criteria Measurement 

Income Based on a three-year average estimate of GNI per capita for the period 2011-2013, based on 

the World Bank Atlas method (under US$1,035 for inclusion, above US$1,242 for graduation 

as applied in the 2015 triennial review). 

Human 

Assets 

Human Assets Index (HAI) based on indicators of:  

(a) nutrition: percentage of population undernourished;  

(b) health: mortality rate for children aged five years or under;  

(c) education: 

Economic 

Vulnerability 

Economic Vulnerability Index (EVI) based on indicators of: 

(a) population size;  

(b) remoteness;  

(c) merchandise export concentration;  

(d) share of agriculture, forestry and fisheries;  

(e) share of population in low elevated coastal zones;  

(f) instability of exports of goods and services;  

(g) victims of natural disasters; and  

(h) instability of agricultural production. 

                                                           
7
 „Criteria for Identification and Graduation of LDCs‟, UN-

OHRLLS, 2017, available at: http://unohrlls.org/about-
ldcs/criteria-for-ldcs/  
8
 Once an LDC is first eligible for graduation, an ex-ante 

impact assessment and a vulnerability profile is conducted 

http://unohrlls.org/about-ldcs/criteria-for-ldcs/
http://unohrlls.org/about-ldcs/criteria-for-ldcs/


 

6 
 
 

International Institutional Support 

to LDCs 

                                                           
9
 „Least Developed Country Status: Effective Benefits and the 

Perspective Of Graduation‟, UNCTAD, TD/B/49/7, August 
2002: p 7-8, available at: 
http://unctad.org/en/Docs/tb49d7.en.pdf  
10

 „UN recognition of Least Developed Countries (LDC)‟, 
UNCTAD, available at: 
http://unctad.org/en/Pages/ALDC/Least%20Developed%20Co
untries/UN-recognition-of-LDCs.aspx  

  

                                                           
11

 Quite a few of trade boosting decisions for LDCs were taken 
at the Bali Ministerial. „Trade and Development‟, WTO, 
available at: 
https://www.wto.org/english/tratop_e/devel_e/devel_e.htm  

http://unctad.org/en/Docs/tb49d7.en.pdf
http://unctad.org/en/Pages/ALDC/Least%20Developed%20Countries/UN-recognition-of-LDCs.aspx
http://unctad.org/en/Pages/ALDC/Least%20Developed%20Countries/UN-recognition-of-LDCs.aspx
https://www.wto.org/english/tratop_e/devel_e/devel_e.htm
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Main Drivers Behind Previous 

LDC Graduation  

Country 
Year of 

Graduation 
Factors Attributable to Graduation 

Botswana 1994  Economic policies guided by strong political leadership and implemented through 

strict management principles focussed on sustainable economic growth and 

diversification of the economy away from mineral industry, to increase different 

sources of economic growth and to be less economically vulnerable12 

 Development of nationwide telecommunications and ICT network, led by the 

Telecommunications and Information and Broadcast departments13 

 National development plans, including diversifying and developing production and 

exports beyond mining 

 Government long-term development plan left production to private sector 

 Mining policies brought in foreign investment 

 Trade policies allowed for outside competition 

 Exchange rate policies maintained stability for tradable sectors avoiding an 

overvalued currency  

 Membership in several bilateral and multilateral arrangements like South African 

Customs Union (SACU), Cotonou, South African Development Community (SADC), 

which helped to reduce tariffs, improve import competition domestically and 

increased market access 

Cape 

Verde  

2007  Accession to the WTO leading to legislative and regulatory transformation 

regarding public procurement, and tax and customs regime 

 Gradual tariff reductions with aim to increase government revenue and not 

protectionism  

 Adopting market-oriented and people-centred policies, private sector development, 

privatisation, trade liberalisation and promotion of investment, particularly in 

tourism, transport and telecommunication infrastructure 

Maldives 2011  Improved ease of doing business, promoting investment and trade facilitation 

 Support from EIF National Implementation Unit to the Ministry of Economic 

Development 

 New regulations in its services sector  

 Policies centred around economic diversification, enabling foreign direct 

investment (FDI)14 

Samoa 2014  Revenue generated from tourism, private and official transfers 

 Diversification of economy, improving tourism infrastructure, attracting FDI, 

gradual increase in privatisation 

 Strengthening the political and governance structure 

 Overseas Development Assistance from Australia15 and New Zealand 

                                                           
12

 „Botswana and the Multilateral Trading System: The Impact of WTO Agreements, Negotiations and Implementation‟, UNCTAD, 2006, 
available at: http://unctad.org/en/Docs/ditctncd200517_en.pdf  
13

 Bose, Arindam and Kabita Bose, „Botswana Case Study Role of ICT in Graduation from a Least Developed Country to a Developed 
Country‟, IST-Africa 2011 Conference Proceedings, 2011 
14

 „Maldives: A Trade and Investment Pathway for Post-Graduation‟, Enhanced Integrated Framework, available at: 
www.enhancedif.org/en/publication/2016-04/maldives-trade-and-investment-pathway-post-graduation  
15

 „Samoa Country Brief‟, Department of Foreign Affairs and Trade, Australian Government, available at: 
http://dfat.gov.au/geo/samoa/pages/samoa-country-brief.aspx  

http://unctad.org/en/Docs/ditctncd200517_en.pdf
http://www.enhancedif.org/en/publication/2016-04/maldives-trade-and-investment-pathway-post-graduation
http://dfat.gov.au/geo/samoa/pages/samoa-country-brief.aspx
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Trade and Development of 

LDCs 

Income Criteria 

Duty Free Quota Free Market Access  

                                                           
16

 For example, Ricardian comparative advantage theory in 
Heckscher-Ohlin model in international economics show that 
economic liberalisation will lead to increased trade because 
countries attain realistic goals of trade in goods they need (for 
import) and what they have an advantage in (for export) 
17

 Sun, Peng and  Almas Heshmati, „International Trade and 
its Effects on Economic Growth in China‟, IZA, Discussion 
Paper No. 5151, August 2010 

                                                           
18

 Laird, Sam, „Duty-free, quota-free market access: What‟s in 
it for African LDCs?‟, Bridges Africa ICTSD, June 17, 2013, 
www.ictsd.org/bridges-news/bridges-africa/news/duty-free-
quota-free-market-access-what’s-in-it-for-african-ld  
19

 Gnangnon, Sèna Kimm & Priyadarshi, Shishir, „Has the 
multilateral Hong Kong Ministerial decision on duty free quota 
free market access provided a breakthrough in the Least 
developed countries' export performance?‟, WTO Working 
Paper ERSD-2016-06, WTO-ERSD, July 2016, available at: 
www.wto.org/english/res_e/reser_e/ersd201606_e.pdf  
20

 Ito, Tadashi,  

„Did the LDC countries benefit from Duty-free Quota-free 
access to the Japanese market?‟, IDE DISCUSSION PAPER 
No. 434, available at: 
www.ide.go.jp/English/Publish/Download/Dp/pdf/434.pdf  

http://www.ictsd.org/bridges-news/bridges-africa/news/duty-free-quota-free-market-access-what's-in-it-for-african-ld
http://www.ictsd.org/bridges-news/bridges-africa/news/duty-free-quota-free-market-access-what's-in-it-for-african-ld
https://www.wto.org/english/res_e/reser_e/ersd201606_e.pdf
http://www.ide.go.jp/English/Publish/Download/Dp/pdf/434.pdf
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21

 Williams, Brock R., „African Growth and Opportunity Act 
(AGOA): Background and Reauthorization‟, CRS Report, 
available at:  https://fas.org/sgp/crs/row/R43173.pdf  
22

 Berg, Achim, Saskia Hedrich, Sebastian Kempf, Thomas 
Tochtermann, „Bangladesh‟s ready-made garments 
landscape: The challenge of growth‟, Apparel, Fashion & 
Luxury Practice at McKinsey & Company, 2011, available at:  
www.mckinsey.de/files/2011_McKinsey_Bangladesh.pdf 
23

 „The Least Developed Countries Report 2011-The Potential 
Role of South-South Cooperation for Inclusive and 
Sustainable Development‟, UNCTAD, 2011, available at:  
http://unctad.org/en/docs/ldc2011_en.pdf  

Trade Facilitation 

                                                           
24

 „The WTO Trade Facilitation Agreement – Potential Impact 
on Trade Costs‟, Trade and Agriculture Directorate OECD, 
February, 2014, available at: 
www.oecd.org/trade/tradedev/OECD_TAD_WTO_trade_facilit
ation_agreement_potential_impact_trade_costs_february_201
4.pdf  

https://fas.org/sgp/crs/row/R43173.pdf
http://unctad.org/en/docs/ldc2011_en.pdf
http://www.oecd.org/trade/tradedev/OECD_TAD_WTO_trade_facilitation_agreement_potential_impact_trade_costs_february_2014.pdf
http://www.oecd.org/trade/tradedev/OECD_TAD_WTO_trade_facilitation_agreement_potential_impact_trade_costs_february_2014.pdf
http://www.oecd.org/trade/tradedev/OECD_TAD_WTO_trade_facilitation_agreement_potential_impact_trade_costs_february_2014.pdf
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25

 Dong, Yinguo, „How can trade facilitation help LDCs cut 
SPS barriers?‟, Bridges Africa ICTSD, April 09, 2014, available 
at: www.ictsd.org/bridges-news/bridges-africa/news/how-can-
trade-facilitation-help-ldcs-cut-sps-barriers  
26

 Aid-For-Trade: Case Story Verde, OECD, available at: 
www.oecd.org/aidfortrade/47822558.pdf  
27

 De, Prabir, Ajitava Raychaudhuri, „Trade facilitation and 
poverty reduction in Asia and the Pacific: A case study of a 
South Asian Economic Corridor‟, Asia-Pacific Research And 
Training Network On Trade Working Paper, UNESCAP, 
September 2013, available at: 
www.unescap.org/sites/default/files/AWP%20No.%20131.pdf  

Agriculture   

                                                           
28

 „The Least Developed Countries Report 2014- Growth with 
structural transformation: A post-2014‟, UNCTAD, availabe at: 

http://unctad.org/en/PublicationsLibrary/ldc2014_en.pdf  

http://www.ictsd.org/bridges-news/bridges-africa/news/how-can-trade-facilitation-help-ldcs-cut-sps-barriers
http://www.ictsd.org/bridges-news/bridges-africa/news/how-can-trade-facilitation-help-ldcs-cut-sps-barriers
https://www.oecd.org/aidfortrade/47822558.pdf
http://www.unescap.org/sites/default/files/AWP%20No.%20131.pdf
http://unctad.org/en/PublicationsLibrary/ldc2014_en.pdf
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29

 „WTO members secure “historic” Nairobi Package for Africa 
and the world‟, WTO, December 19, 2015, available at: 
www.wto.org/english/news_e/news15_e/mc10_19dec15_e.ht
m  

Human Assets Criteria

                                                           
30

 „Building Jobs And Prosperity In Developing Countries‟, 
Department for International Development, available at: 
www.oecd.org/derec/unitedkingdom/40700982.pdf  
31

 Bhalotra, „Childhood Mortality and Economic Growth‟, 
CMPO Working Paper Series No. 08/18, Centre for Market 
and Public Organisation, available at: 
www.bristol.ac.uk/media-
library/sites/cmpo/migrated/documents/wp188.pdf     
32

 „Lesotho: Trade and health‟, Enhanced Integration 
Framework, available at: 
www.enhancedif.org/en/content/lesotho-trade-and-health  

https://www.wto.org/english/news_e/news15_e/mc10_19dec15_e.htm
https://www.wto.org/english/news_e/news15_e/mc10_19dec15_e.htm
http://www.oecd.org/derec/unitedkingdom/40700982.pdf
http://www.bristol.ac.uk/media-library/sites/cmpo/migrated/documents/wp188.pdf
http://www.bristol.ac.uk/media-library/sites/cmpo/migrated/documents/wp188.pdf
http://www.enhancedif.org/en/content/lesotho-trade-and-health
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Trade-Related Aspects of Intellectual 

Property Rights  

⎼

                                                           
33

 Saez, Catherine, „LDC Pharma IP Waiver Until 2033 
Approved By WTO TRIPS Council‟, Intellectual Property 
Watch, November 06. 2015, available at: www.ip-
watch.org/2015/11/06/ldc-pharma-ip-waiver-until-2033-
approved-by-wto-trips-council/  

                                                           
34

 „Amendment of the TRIPS Agreement‟, WTO, January 23, 
2017, available at: 
www.wto.org/english/tratop_e/trips_e/amendment_e.htm  
35

 Least developed country members' priority needs 
assessments: The aid-for-trade initiative and THE enhanced 
integrated framework: Note by the Secretariat, 26th October, 
2009,  IP/C/W/544 
36

 Cottier, Thomas, „From Progressive Liberalisation to 
Progressive Regulation in WTO Law‟, Journal of International 
Economic Law, 2006. 
37

 Sekalala, Sharifah Rahma, „Beyond Doha: Seeking Access 
To Essential Medicines For HIV/AIDS Through The World 
Trade Organisation, World Bank, available at: 
http://siteresources.worldbank.org/INTRAD/Resources/SSekal
ala.pdf  

http://www.ip-watch.org/2015/11/06/ldc-pharma-ip-waiver-until-2033-approved-by-wto-trips-council/
http://www.ip-watch.org/2015/11/06/ldc-pharma-ip-waiver-until-2033-approved-by-wto-trips-council/
http://www.ip-watch.org/2015/11/06/ldc-pharma-ip-waiver-until-2033-approved-by-wto-trips-council/
https://www.wto.org/english/tratop_e/trips_e/amendment_e.htm
http://docsonline.wto.org/imrd/directdoc.asp?DDFDocuments/t/IP/C/W544.doc
http://siteresources.worldbank.org/INTRAD/Resources/SSekalala.pdf
http://siteresources.worldbank.org/INTRAD/Resources/SSekalala.pdf
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38

 „Implementation of TRIPS and access to medicines for HIV 
after January 2016: Strategies and options for least-developed 
countries‟, UNAIDS, November 2011, 
www.unaids.org/en/media/unaids/contentassets/documents/un
aidspublication/2011/JC2258_techbrief_TRIPS-access-
medicines-LDC_en.pdf    
39

 Mamun, Rashid, „Report on Pharmaceutical Sector of 
Bangladesh: Prospects and Challenges‟, BRAC University, 
2014, available at: 
http://123.49.46.157/bitstream/handle/10361/3220/13274025.p
df?sequence=1  
40

 Azam, Monirul, „Has the TRIPs Waiver Helped the Least 
Developed Countries Progress Towards Innovation and 
Compliance?‟ in Intellectual Property and Public Health in the 
Developing World, May 2016, available at: 
www.openbookpublishers.com/htmlreader/978-1-78374-228-
8/ch5.xhtml#footnote-1046   

                                                           
41

 Facts about Generic Drugs, US FDA, available at:  
www.fda.gov/Drugs/ResourcesForYou/Consumers/BuyingUsin
gMedicineSafely/UnderstandingGenericDrugs/ucm167991.htm
?utm_campaign=Google2&utm_source=fdaSearch&utm_medi
um=website&utm_term=generic&utm_content=4  
42

 India helped to lower the cost of HIV/AIDS treatment by 99 
percent since 2000, thereby improving access to cheap 
medicines in the Global South. Gautam, Savita and Meghna 
Dasgupta,   

 „Compulsory licensing: India‟s maiden experience‟, Asia-
Pacific Research And Training Network On Trade Working 
Paper No.137, UNESCAP, December 2013, available at: 
www.unescap.org/sites/default/files/AWP%20No.%20137.pdf  

http://www.unaids.org/en/media/unaids/contentassets/documents/unaidspublication/2011/JC2258_techbrief_TRIPS-access-medicines-LDC_en.pdf
http://www.unaids.org/en/media/unaids/contentassets/documents/unaidspublication/2011/JC2258_techbrief_TRIPS-access-medicines-LDC_en.pdf
http://www.unaids.org/en/media/unaids/contentassets/documents/unaidspublication/2011/JC2258_techbrief_TRIPS-access-medicines-LDC_en.pdf
http://123.49.46.157/bitstream/handle/10361/3220/13274025.pdf?sequence=1
http://123.49.46.157/bitstream/handle/10361/3220/13274025.pdf?sequence=1
http://www.openbookpublishers.com/htmlreader/978-1-78374-228-8/ch5.xhtml#footnote-1046
http://www.openbookpublishers.com/htmlreader/978-1-78374-228-8/ch5.xhtml#footnote-1046
http://www.unescap.org/sites/default/files/AWP%20No.%20137.pdf
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Sanitary and Phytosanitary Standards 

                                                           
43

 Rahman, Mustafizur, „EU Ban on Shrimp Imports from 
Bangladesh: A Case Study on Market Access Problems Faced 
by the LDCs‟, CUTS-CITEE, available at: www.cuts-
international.org/sps-analysis-sps_case_bdesh.htm  
44

 „Launch of the EIF Tier 2 project on Strengthening of 
Productive and Trade Capacities of Benin‟, UNCTAD, June 
2015, available at: 
http://unctad.org/en/pages/MeetingDetails.aspx?meetingid=85
2  
45

Supra note 24.  

http://www.cuts-international.org/sps-analysis-sps_case_bdesh.htm
http://www.cuts-international.org/sps-analysis-sps_case_bdesh.htm
http://unctad.org/en/pages/MeetingDetails.aspx?meetingid=852
http://unctad.org/en/pages/MeetingDetails.aspx?meetingid=852
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Economic Vulnerability Criteria  

                                                           
46

 „Enabling the Graduation of LDCs: Enhancing the Role of 
Commodities and Improving Agricultural Productivity‟, 
UNCTAD, 2012, available at: http://ldc4monitor.org/wp-
content/uploads/2015/10/unctad_graduation.pdf  
47

 „Criteria for Identification and Graduation of LDCs‟, UN-
OHRLLS, available at: http://unohrlls.org/about-ldcs/criteria-
for-ldcs/  

Rules of Origin 

http://ldc4monitor.org/wp-content/uploads/2015/10/unctad_graduation.pdf
http://ldc4monitor.org/wp-content/uploads/2015/10/unctad_graduation.pdf
http://unohrlls.org/about-ldcs/criteria-for-ldcs/
http://unohrlls.org/about-ldcs/criteria-for-ldcs/
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Trade in Services  

                                                           
48

 Rahman, Mustafizur, „Rules of Origin in EU and US GSP 
Schemes: Concerns and Interests of Bangladesh‟ in supra 
note 44.  
49

 World Bank, „Role of Services in Economic Development‟, 
Geneva, July 2012, available at: 
www.wto.org/english/tratop_e/devel_e/a4t_e/wkshop_july12_e
/world_bank.ppt  

 

 

 

                                                           
50

 See „Migration and Remittances Factbook 2016‟, World 
Bank; and „The Least Developed Countries Report 2016  

The path to graduation and beyond: Making the most of the 
process‟, UNCTAD, 2016, available at:  
http://unctad.org/en/PublicationsLibrary/ldc2016overview_en.p
df  

https://www.wto.org/english/tratop_e/devel_e/a4t_e/wkshop_july12_e/world_bank.ppt
https://www.wto.org/english/tratop_e/devel_e/a4t_e/wkshop_july12_e/world_bank.ppt
http://unctad.org/en/PublicationsLibrary/ldc2016overview_en.pdf
http://unctad.org/en/PublicationsLibrary/ldc2016overview_en.pdf
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⎼ ⎼

                                                           
51

 „Trade in services, a great opportunity for sustainable growth 
in LDCs‟, EIF, available at: 
www.enhancedif.org/en/publication/2015-10/trade-services-
great-opportunity-sustainable-growth-ldcs  
52

 „Vanuatu: Trade and services, rehabilitation and promoting 
cultural heritages‟, EIF, available at: 
www.enhancedif.org/en/content/vanuatu-trade-and-services-
rehabilitation-and-promoting-cultural-heritages  
53

 Supra note 24.  
54

 „Enabling the Graduation of LDCs: Enhancing the Role of 
Commodities and Improving Agricultural Productivity‟, 
UNCTAD, 2012, available at: http://ldc4monitor.org/wp-
content/uploads/2015/10/unctad_graduation.pdf  

Moving toward Graduation 

                                                           
55

 The ITC already advising and training governments and 
private sector actors (especially SMEs) on how to benefit from 
the TFA. „A trade facilitation agreement to increase LDC 
exports‟, ITC News, 1 December, 2013, available at: 
www.intracen.org/article/A-trade-facilitation-agreement-to-
increase-LDC-exports/  

http://www.enhancedif.org/en/publication/2015-10/trade-services-great-opportunity-sustainable-growth-ldcs
http://www.enhancedif.org/en/publication/2015-10/trade-services-great-opportunity-sustainable-growth-ldcs
http://www.enhancedif.org/en/content/vanuatu-trade-and-services-rehabilitation-and-promoting-cultural-heritages
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