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Excellencies, Distinguished Delegates, Ladies and Gentlemen, good morning. 

It is my great honour and great pleasure to address this very important meeting.  

At the International Trade Centre (ITC), we have seen that innovation, sustainability and 

inclusivity will be key to facilitate the structural transformation of LDCs in the post-Istanbul 

Plan of Action era. This is the message I would like to share with you today. 

Micro, small and medium-sized enterprises (MSMEs) play a key role in LDCs’ economic and 

social landscape. They represent over 80% of all enterprises and employ a large number of 

people particularly women and youth, both in the formal and most significantly in the informal 

sector.  

However, most MSMEs are prone to external shocks. The Covid-19 crisis has exposed 

MSMEs to a number of shocks that have made them even more vulnerable. ITC carried out a 

survey in May 2020 to assess the impact of the pandemic on MSMEs including in LDCs. The 

results are alarming: one-fifth of MSMEs are at risk of bankruptcies within 3 months, and 15% 

of jobs may potentially be lost according to our calculations. And now, almost a year into the 

pandemic, the resilience of MSMEs has become more critical than ever as second and third 

waves of the pandemic hit LDCs.  

MSMEs have been, and will continue to be, the driver of economy and development at large. 

Their critical role in driving the structural transformation of LDCs in the post-Covid era must 

be at the heart of our plan to support LDCs for the next 10 years. 

At ITC, we have identified three priority areas where we need to focus with regard to MSMEs 

if we are to bring about structural transformation. 

The first area is innovation. MSMEs in LDCs must take full advantage of the opportunities 

provided by innovation to leapfrog growth. The policy and institutional ecosystem should 

encourage and support innovation, digitalization and sustainability. To this end, ITC is 

supporting innovation efforts by supporting MSMEs in LDCs, particularly in Africa, to benefit 

from enhanced e-commerce opportunities. ITC provides a platform of exchange and learning 

on e-commerce for MSMEs through its ecomConnect programme. In 2020, ITC launched the 

African Marketplace Explorer, a digital tool that supports African MSMEs to make well-

informed decisions related to their participation in digital trade. ITC also fosters innovation at 

the bottom of the pyramid. We have worked with several LDCs to support youth, including 

refugees and internally displaced persons, to acquire technical digital skills and gain 

employment opportunities as online freelancers, thereby enhancing their livelihoods and 

resilience. 

The second area is sustainability. We need to support LDCs to build climate resilience, 

enhance resource efficiency, benefit from biodiversity-based solutions, and obtain access to 

green finance and green markets. ITC has already scaled its support to LDCs to promote 

green growth and development. For example in Laos, ITC’s ARISE Plus programme supports 

inclusive economic and green growth and increased climate change resilience of MSMEs. 



This year, ITC is launching the Green2Compete initiative. This will help LDCs to place green 

production and green trade at the heart of their development agenda. For example, ITC plans 

to facilitate green development and decarbonization of the cotton sector in Burkina Faso and 

Mali.   

The third area is inclusivity. As we embark on the post-Istanbul Plan of Action period, we must 

focus on empowering vulnerable and disadvantaged groups, particularly women, youth and 

forcibly displaced persons, and put them at the centre of the next roadmap for LDCs. In the 

Gambia, for instance, ITC’s SheTrades initiative supports women entrepreneurs to gain 

technical skills on production, packaging, marketing and bookkeeping, as well as to access 

financing opportunities to support the expansion of their businesses. ITC’s Ethical Fashion 

Initiative works with communities affected by conflict and forced displacement in Afghanistan, 

Burkina Faso and Mali to encourage collaboration among artisans from different communities 

to build social cohesion, which is critical for peace and security. 

Although the share of LDCs in global trade continues to remain extremely low, there is a silver 

lining. On-going regional integration processes are expected to provide jobs for millions of 

people from LDCs. LDCs in Africa can now start taking advantage of the African Continental 

Free Trade Agreement (AfCFTA) already operational since 1 January of this year to access 

new business opportunities arising from the single market. Similarly, countries like Lao PDR, 

Cambodia and Myanmar will also be able to expand and grow their trade potential, thanks to 

the Regional Comprehensive Economic Partnership signed last year. 

To conclude, I would like to reiterate that we believe in the potential of MSMEs to bring about 

transformational growth in LDCs. They have the capacity to spark innovation, to promote 

sustainability, and to drive inclusive development that leaves no one behind. We at ITC stand 

ready to support LDCs’ economic transformation by fostering the international 

competitiveness and resilience of MSMEs, and look forward to playing an active role in 

shaping the new LDC agenda.  

Thank you. 


