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Inputs for keynote speech by the Honourable Foreign Minister 

Enhancing international trade of LDCs and regional integration 

 

Date: Monday, 27 May 2021 at 2000-2200 hrs 

Venue: Residence 

 

 

Bismillahir Rahmanir Rahim 

 
Distinguished Co-Chairs  

Fellow panelists 

Excellencies, Ladies and Gentlemen, 

 

Assalamu Alaikum, and good morning.  

 

It is no surprise that I have gladly accepted the invitation of the 

Permanent Representatives of Bangladesh and Canada to speak on the 

theme -enhancing international trade and regional integration, as I fondly 

recall my memory of negotiating the Istanbul Programme of Action for 

LDCs as the then Bangladesh Permanent Representative to the United 

Nations in New York and also as a past Chair of LDC group. It was very 

much in the month of May 2011, in fact 9-13 May to be very precise, I 

was in Istanbul along with more than 9,000 participants including Heads 

of States and Governments, Ministers, Policy Makers and other 

stakeholders.  
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Many of you present here may recall, the issue of trade was the center of 

debate and the last item to be resolved in Istanbul through strenuous 

negotiations. We went to Istanbul in 2011 with a dream and ambition. 

We wanted to chart out a new global deal and an ambitious agenda for 

the 48 most vulnerable countries of the world in the spirit of solidarity, 

cooperation and partnership. We set an overarching objective for LDCs 

for the decade 2011-2020 to overcome the structural challenges, enable 

half of LDCs meet the graduation threshold and to ensure better and more 

meaningful integration of the least developed countries into the global 

trading system by doubling the share of their exports by 2020. The 2030 

Agenda for sustainable development also included similar targets (Target 

17.11). This is the time to take stock, what we have achieved. Let me 

highlight few relevant points in the context of today’s debate:  

 

First: Ten years have passed. We have come to the end of the 

implementation period of the Istanbul Programme of Action. Statistics 

tells us that the reality is far from our ambitions. Despite massive 

expansion of global trade in the last decade, the export target of LDCs 

has not been met. In 2020, LDCs merchandise exports registered 1.01 per 

cent share in world trade. Ironically the share over the last 10 years, the 

LDCs export has declined from 1.06% to 1.01%.  

 

In value term- LDCs exports of goods and commercial services was $213 

billion in 2011, now after 10 years, in 2019 - the exports reached to $236 

billion. In the year 2020, it went down to 211 billion - meaning a $24 

billion exports, bring us below the level of 2011. This means a single 



3 
 

incidence of COVID19 has wiped out LDCs decade-long gain in exports. 

Lack of diversification and high dependence on commodity price, which 

is highly volatile, make the export of LDCs extremely vulnerable to 

external shocks. In 2020, commodity price declined by 30 per cent. My 

own country Bangladesh also faced a major setback at the initial phase of 

the pandemic, but there is a good sign of slow recovery primarily driven 

by our strong manufacturing sector.  

 

There is some positive improvement in the commodity mix of the LDCs 

between 2011 and 2019. The share of manufactured products increased 

from 22% in 2011 to 40% in 2019. This was mainly due to a higher share 

of clothing products in LDC merchandise exports, which increased from 

13% in 2011 to 29% in 2019. This is a good sign but much more 

transformation is needed. The next Programme of Action for LDCs 

therefore need to focus on product diversification, value addition, 

structural transformation and development of knowledge and technology-

based manufacturing sector. Developed countries should also provide 

DFQF market access with simplified and transparent rules of origin for 

all products from all LDCs.  

 

Second: In the Istanbul Programme of Action, we emphasized the 

importance of south-south cooperation, especially in the area of trade and 

technological cooperation. This is clearly manifested in the recent 

transformation in the geography of international trade. In 2019, out of the 

top ten export markets of LDCs, four were developing countries. China 

alone received 53.6 per cent of all LDC exports while India received 13.6 



4 
 

per cent. 27 EU countries collectively received 42.3 per cent of the LDCs 

exports. More than 80 per cent of LDCs’ exports are going to other 

developing countries. Along with most of the developed countries, a 

number of developing countries including China, India, Chile, Hong 

Kong, Thailand and some others have also granted DFQF market access. 

Much more focused attention is needed to further accelerate south-south 

and triangular cooperation to optimize its full potentials.  

 

Third: Trade capacity building through financial and technical support is 

pivotal. In Addis Ababa Action, which I also had the opportunity to 

negotiate and participate, set a target to increase the share of Aid for trade 

going to LDCs. Despite some positive move, this target has not been met. 

Trade finance gaps were already high before the crisis, in the order of 

$ 1.5 trillion globally, with gaps being the highest in proportion of 

demand in the LDCs and particularly affecting Micro, Small and Medium 

Enterprises.  

 

Between 2011 and 2018 USD 73.8 billion of aid for trade have been 

disbursed to support LDCs. Since 2011, the LDCs received 27 per cent of 

overall aid-for-trade disbursements. In 2018, aid-for-trade flows to LDCs, 

in real terms, were 37% higher than at the start of the IPoA in 2011. Aid 

for trade allocations need to be further enhanced to LDCs in 

strengthening their economic infrastructure, building productive capacity 

and enhancing trade policy and regulations. Increased coordination 

between multilateral development banks and the private sector can help 

fill trade financing needs, particularly of small businesses in LDCs. 
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Fourth: The pandemic has highlighted the importance of digital 

technologies in general, and e-commerce in particular, as a tool for 

continuing economic activities during the crisis. In 2019, an estimated 

1.5 billion people, accounting for 27 per cent of the world’s population 

over 15 years old, shopped online. This represented a 7 per cent increase 

over 2018.  E-commerce has grown rapidly amid the crisis as more 

consumers moved to shop online. Most digital solutions being used for e-

commerce, tele-working, social media, or cloud solutions are provided by 

a small number of very large companies, and used by advanced countries. 

LDCs are not been able to benefit from the opportunities offered by the e-

commerce due to lack of necessary infrastructure and logistical facilities. 

LDCs need support to build their digital eco-system with digital 

infrastructure and e-commerce platform to reap the benefits of e-commerce 

and global value chains.  

 

Fifth: Since 2011, LDCs' services exports growth has been more rapid 

than in the rest of the world. In 2019, LDCs' exports of commercial 

services increased by a robust 10% to reach USD 43 billion. Travel 

remained the leading sector accounting for nearly 48% of LDCs' 

commercial services exports. Disproportionate dependency on tourism by 

some LDCs was one of the main causes for significant reduction in 

earning from the service sector. Therefore, agreements on trade in 

services under the WTO can enable safe, regular, and orderly mobility 

including by removing barriers to the temporary movement of natural 

persons to supply services abroad. Multilateral commitments in this 
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regard have been limited and conditioned by measures such as economic 

needs tests, quotas, or pre-employment requirements. We want to see 

some tangible progress in this field to promote regular migration and 

remittances.  

 

Sixth.  We call on members of WTO to fully and expeditiously implement 

all the decisions of the WTO Ministerial Meetings taken in favour of the 

LDCs. Non-tariff barriers and other standards are still a major challenge for 

LDCs to fully optimise the preferential market access.  

 

Seventh. Similarly, we see little progress in realising TRIPS Article 66.2. 

The developed economies should provide incentives to their domestic 

enterprises and institutions for the purpose of promoting and encouraging 

technology transfer to LDCs.  This is crucial to address the digital divide 

between developed countries and the LDCs. 

 

Eighth: Affordable access to COVID-19 vaccine is a number one priority 

at this time. LDCs need 1.3 billion doses of vaccines to vaccinate all their 

adult people. Ironically the coverage so far is less than 2 per cent. Nearly 

85% of the COVID-19 vaccine doses administered to date have gone to 

people in high-income and upper middle–income countries. LDCs and 

other low income countries only received 0.3%. There is a huge shortage 

in supply of the vaccines. Let me highlight in this regard the flexibilities 

that LDCs enjoy under TRIPS article 66.1 under which LDCs enjoy specific 

transition period for pharmaceutical products till January 1, 2033. 

Developed countries should provide financial and technical support to LDCs 
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to take full advantage of this flexibility especially in their pursuit of 

manufacturing COVID-19 vaccines and other life saving medicines, to 

protect the lives of millions of poor people in these countries. Remember, if 

all are not cured, none is cured. Therefore, Covid vaccine should be a public 

good and its technology should be freely available. 

 

Ninth: Bangladesh along with another 15 countries are in the graduation 

process. Bangladesh has celebrated its graduation with pride and 

compassion. Graduation however brings a lot of challenges as the 

countries lose LDC-specific support after graduation. In WTO, my 

country, along with other LDCs has submitted a proposal to extend LDC-

specific support for 12 years after graduation. We hope that the member 

States will pay due and favourable consideration to this submission. 

 

Tenth. I would like to conclude by stressing on the following points to 

ensure that the LDCs are not left behind in global trade and regional 

integration: 

 (1) Continuation of duty-free quota free market access to the LDCs, 

minimising the non-tariff and other barriers, and providing technical and 

capacity building support to LDCs for moving up the value chains; 

 (2) Continuation of TRIPS flexibilities to the LDCs for a significant 

period of time after their graduation from the LDC category; 

 (3) Supporting LDC with their logistics and infrastructure system, and 

transfer of technologies to LDCs in meaningful ways, so that they can 

strengthen and diversify their export bases, building resilience against 

current and future shocks; and finally 



8 
 

 (4) To provide targeted support to the graduating LDCs that will not 

be eligible to various international support measures intended for the LDCs, 

so that their graduation is smooth, and sustainable.  

 

 I thank you. 

Joy Bangla! Joy Bangabandhu! 
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