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The United Nations Conference on Trade and Development (UNCTAD) is the
leading body working to solve the economical disparity between developed and
developing nations. Acknowledging the need to ensure the fruits of globalisation are
distributed to all nations, UNCTAD has strived to promote developing countries’
industrialisation and integration in the global economy. Since its foundation in 1964,
UNCTAD has made continuous efforts, including technical cooperation, policy
analysis and debt management, to help developing countries access the global
economy more fairly and effectively.

UNCTAD has been addressing trade, finance and debt, investment, digital

economy, expert policy analysis, technical cooperation, and debt management. These



factors largely impact the overall development of each country and need to be dealt
with to secure fair improvement in all sectors across the nation.

UNCTAD is currently serving 195 countries with a collective goal of
prosperity for all. Since development must be dealt with from multiple aspects, 6
divisions—Division for Africa, Least Developed Countries and Special Programmes,
Division on Globalisation and Development Strategies, Division on International
Trade and Commodities, Division on Investment and Enterprise, and Division on
Technology and Logistics—have been working on different problems and conducting
research regarding their specialities. Along with these divisions, UNCTAD has
continued its efforts on a national, regional, and global level. Specifically, UNCTAD
has been cooperating with governments for its permanent missions to address regional
matters, hosted webinars, established boards such as the High-level Advisory Board
on the Productive Capacities Index to bring specialists from different areas together,
as well as hosting regular conferences.

The main role of UNCTAD is to further enhance inter-agency and
interdivisional cooperation by responding to current and future transnational
challenges. To fulfil this role, UNCTAD has implemented different strategic goals for
each division. The Division for Africa, Least Developed Countries and Special
Programmes focuses on helping the most vulnerable economies and providing holistic
strategies to boost their structural economic transformation. It has researched and
conducted projects in various areas, including carbon market activities, trade
negotiations, and critical minerals to support them (UNCTAD 41-47). The Division
on Globalisation and Development Strategies focuses on facilitating regional
cooperation and climate finance, working on national debts, and climate-resilient

development (49-52). Aiming to maximise the opportunities for developing countries



in trade, climate action and commerce, the Division on International Trade and
Commodities have been working on global trade trends and tariffs (55-57). Division
on Investment and Enterprise serves to promote investment for sustainable
development, further enhance it through sustainability reporting, and support small
businesses through enterprise development initiatives and entrepreneurship policy
support (63). The efforts also include creating digital services and supporting digital
facilitation tools in governance and enterprises (65). The strategic focus for the
Division on Technology and Logistics is to foster science, technology and innovation
among developing countries to raise their e-trade readiness, strengthen resilience of
global transport and supply, and facilitate trade through digitisation (70). With efforts
including the “eTrade for All” initiative, the TranForTrade program, and the
ASYCUDA system, the division has continued its efforts to help accelerate the
implementation of the Global Digital Compact, which is one of the key goals of the
UN Summit of the Future (71-73).

The UNCTAD committee emphasises how development is inseparable from
economic, social, and environmental sustainability, in line with SDGs. UNCTAD’s
efforts in research projects, initiatives, policy dialogue and capacity-building projects
for developing economies support its member States in shaping global engagements

into practical and developmental outcomes.

. Agenda Background

Regarding the trade between developed and developing countries, there has
been an imbalance since the Cold War. After decolonization, “the world trade
mechanism changed into GATT, mostly led by developed countries, excluding the still

developing ones” (UNCTAD). Thus, UNCTAD strives to solve the following



problems in trade: commodity dependence, weak trade networks, tariff problems, and

more.

Figure 1
World commodity dependence: Commodity dependence as a share of allocated merchandise exports, 2019-
2021 (per cent)
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Source: UNCTAD secretariat based on the UNCTADStat database.

Fig 1. UNCTAD. “Commodity Dependence Runs Deep. Developing Countries Must Add
Value to Turn the Tide.” UN Trade and Development (UNCTAD), 21 July
2025,unctad.org/news/commodity-dependence-runs-deep-developing-countries-must

-add-value-turn-tide.

First, commodity dependence causes the trade imbalance. According to
UNCTAD’s State of Commodity Dependence 2023 report, “95 developing countries
relied on commodity exports as a primary source of foreign exchange and income in
2023”. Moreover, it turned out that “two-thirds of developing countries remained
commodity dependent during 2021-2023” (UNCTAD). This shows how much

developing countries are relying on commodities. In the long term, this means that



“dependence on primary commodities heightens a country’s vulnerability because
primary commodity prices exhibit a largely declining trend” (UNDP 58). This is also
a problem because “it leaves developing countries in an unfavorable position to shield
themselves from adverse terms of trade, shocks, and macroeconomic instability” (58).
Policies regarding trade also explain these challenges. In the production of raw
materials, the Democratic Republic of the Congo produces more than 70% of the
world’s cobalt. However, most of the values are added in developed countries.
Therefore, to overcome these issues, “policies that promote local processing and
equitable trade agreements are essential for overcoming the trade imbalance”
(UNCTAD). Otherwise, it can be “exacerbated by uneven recoveries from global
crises, disparities in policies, and structural differences in production and
consumption” (UNCTAD).

Trade networks and structures also take part in trade problems, affecting
developing countries to have less opportunities to participate in international markets.
Regions like Africa and South Asia have weaker connections than developed
countries and East Asia. Varying regional networks aggravate these challenges,
especially in sectors such as critical minerals or agricultural inputs. This structure
“limits the possibility for developing countries to move up the value chain”
(UNCTAD 6). Hence, nations would not be able to achieve sustainable development
nor experience structural diversification. Also, due to the concentration on
international travel and transport in their service exports, developing countries are
having trouble catching up with the new trade of knowledge-intensive services, which

is the most fastly developing industry recently.



Least developed countries face US tariffs twice
as high as developed countries

Trade-weighted applied US tariffs

== Developed countries == Developing countries, excl. China Least developed countries

30%
28%
25

20

14%

Pre Jan 2025 Jun 2025 Aug 2025 Sep 2025 Oct 2025

Source: UN Trade and Development (UNCTAD), based on US presidential actions.
Note: Trade weights for the year 2024. Trade weights give greater emphasis to larger exporters to the US in
aggregate results. For country-specific results, see UNCTAD's tariff tracker.

Fig 2. UNCTAD. “From Disruption to Diversification: How Can Least Developed Countries
Strengthen Resilience to Tariff Shocks?” UN Trade and Development (UNCTAD),
30 Oct. 2025, unctad.org/news/disruption-diversification-how-can-least-developed

-countries-strengthen-resilience-tarift.

Another explanation could be imposing tariffs. Tariff levels that are still
applied to “international trade and trade between developing countries are very high,
with agriculture being highly protected” (UNCTAD). These high tax rates limit
developing countries’ competitiveness in the agriculture, textiles, and apparel
industries. Furthermore, tariff escalation discourages developing economies from
exporting value-added goods, hindering industrialization. This implies that the system
implements higher tariffs on finished goods than on raw materials, discouraging
nations from producing materials and moving up the value chain (UNCTAD 12).
According to UNCTAD, “LDC exports to the US currently face a weighted average

tariff exceeding 28% — more than twice the rate applied to developed economies™.



The figure above illustrates the reduced competitiveness of LDCs with the expiration

of preferential schemes.

The world economy is entering a recessionary
phase

Real gross domestic product (GDP) growth, world and selected regions,
percentage, 2023-2025
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Source: UN Trade and Development (UNCTAD) based on United Nations, Department of Economic and
Social Affairs, Naticnal Accounts Main Aggregates database; United Nations, Department of Economic and
Social Affairs, World Economic Situation and Prospects, update as of January 2025; Economic Commission
for Latin America and the Caribbean, 2025; Organisation for Economic Co-operation and Development
(OECD), 2025; International Monetary Fund (IMF), World Economic Outlcok; Economist Intelligence Unit, EIU
Viewpoint Data database; JP Morgan, Global Data Walchy; and national sources.

Note: 2024a=Estimates. 2025b=Projections.

Fig 3. UNCTAD. “Trade and Development Foresights 2025: Under Pressure — Uncertainty
Reshapes Global Economic Prospects.” UN Trade and Development (UNCTAD), 16
Apr. 2025, unctad.org/publication/trade-and-development-foresights-2025-under-

pressure-uncertainty-reshapes-global.

The world is now facing a low growth level, which has declined sharply from
4.4% to 2.7%, and high debt, which has surged by over 70% since 2010. In addition,
the share of trade in global GDP also stagnated since 2008, and global trade is
expected to remain below global GDP growth because of the change in dynamics in
international trade: protectionism and geopolitical tensions. Hence, UNCTAD stresses
the importance of building resilience and restoring stability to overcome the fragile

global economy. According to UNCTAD, more than half of low-income countries are



currently facing debt distress or are at high risk due to high borrowing costs, which
indicates that the world economy is now entering a recessionary trajectory. Therefore,
resolving this issue is urgent because we might lose the chance to achieve economic
development or even deteriorate trade imbalances.

Stakeholders such as less economically developed countries or their allies
would demand a shift in global trade structures to participate in the worldwide
connection. They would aim to expand exports and develop their domestic industries
to experience economic growth. On the other hand, because developed countries are
interested in free trade and maximizing their existing profits, they would be concerned
about sharing the share of global trade with other developing countries. International
organizations such as UNCTAD, WTO, and World Bank would deal with fair trade,

trade balance, and market recovery.

3. Previous Actions
a. International Level
i. United Nations (UN)

The ‘South-South cooperation’ was first derived from the ‘Buenos
Aires Plan of Action for Promoting and Implementing Technical
Cooperation among Developing Countries (BAPA)’ by 138 UN Member
States in Argentina, on September 18, 1978. The United Nations refers to
South-South Cooperation as “the technical cooperation among developing
countries in the Global South.” This became the first framework for this
kind of cooperation that supports developing countries and includes the
basic principles of relations between sovereign States. And this is still

ongoing, mainly led by UNCTAD.
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UNCTAD

To avoid the trap of commodity dependence, UNCTAD has
supported South-South cooperation. South-South trades allow developing
countries to diversify their trade relations and thus reduce dependency on
traditional partners as a solution to protectionism. It is a method used by
various international agents to collaborate and share knowledge, skills,
and successful initiatives in specific regions. The UNCTAD Deputy
Secretary-General, Pedro Manuel Moreno, stated that “South—South
cooperation stands as a testament to solidarity, resilience and shared
purpose among developing countries”. A continuous investment in
South-South trade grew its scale from $600 billion in 1995 to $5.3 trillion
in 2021. In 2023, the organization undertook a new “three-year global
project to help developing countries use a common framework to measure
and give more visibility to South-South cooperation and overcome its
limitations” (UNCTAD). To solve the lack of data, pilot countries such as
Brazil and Mexico participated in the process that shared information
about their development to inform joining nations to gain data for the
project.

Also, as a part of South-South trade, UNCTAD led to forming
another framework, the Global System of Trade Preferences (GSTP),
among developing countries. It aims to increase trade through preferential
tariff reductions between developing countries. “GSTP economies
represented a market of more than $16 trillion and generated some $4.4
trillion in import demand for goods — almost 20% of global merchandise

imports in 2021” (UNCTAD). Supporting the South-South trade, GSTP



iii.

indirectly promotes economic growth by “creating jobs and developing
new sectors and capabilities” (World Economic Forum). It also contributes
to effective energy transition, enhanced quality of health services and
boosted food security.

World Trade Organization (WTO)

Fig 4. UNCTAD. “WTO Accession and the Trade Facilitation Agreement.”

UN Trade and Development (UNCTAD), 9 Oct. 2024, unctad.

org/news/wto-accession-and-trade-facilitation-agreement.

WTO made the first multilateral agreement, which is the
Agreement on Trade Facilitation (TFA), in 1995, which provides for the
interests of all WTO members, depending on their level of development.
The purpose of TFA is to reduce the amount of trade and transaction costs,
especially endogenous costs from national policies. It also enhances
efficiency and facilitates smoother trade. With the aim for economic
growth, each country “lowers tariffs and non-tariff barriers, regulates
state-owned enterprises, and safeguards intellectual property rights”
(WTO). In this process, WTO allows countries to choose the appropriate

TFA measures and the capacity of them to execute the reforms depends on



their level of development. It is “divided into three categories, determined

on a country's own assessment” (UNCTAD). As noted in category C,

some measures that require high cost and technology even can be

implemented with the aid of other developed countries.

Table 1: TFA implementation categories and type of measure of notification by WTO members

TFA implementation category

A Measures to be implemented by the time
the TFA enters into force

B Measures for which additional time
(transitional period following the entry
into force of the Agreement) will be
needed

Cc Measures for which additional time AND
Technical Assistance and Capacity
Building (TACB) or financial assistance
will be needed

Measures most included in each category
(TFA article / percentage of notifications related to this article)

1. Movement of goods (art. 9 / 86.5%)

2. Preshipment inspection (art. 10.5 / 86.2%)

3. Detention (art. 5.2 / 81.6%)

4. Use of customs brokers (art. 10.6 / 81.6%)

5. Temporary admission of goods and inward and outward processing (art. 10.9 / 81.3%)
6. Common border procedures (art. 10.7 / 80.2%)

7. Rejected goods (art. 10.8 / 80.1%)

1. Consultations (art. 2.2 / 23.3%)

2. Notification (art. 1.4 / 22.1%)

3. Comments and information before entry into force (art. 2.1/ 22.1%)
4. Publication (art. 11/ 22%)

5. Acceptance of copies (art. 10.2 / 20.9%)

6. General disciplines on fees and charges (art 6.1/ 20.7%)

1. Single Window (art. 10.4 / 50.6%)

2. Risk management (art. 7.4 / 37.9%)

3. Test procedures (art. 5.3 / 37.4%)

4. Authorized operators (art. 7.7 / 37.2%)

5. Average release times (art. 7.6 / 35.3%)
6. Border agency cooperation (art. 8 / 35%)

7. Information available through the internet (art. 1.2 / 32%)

Fig 5. UNCTAD. “The Trade Facilitation Agreement Facility, a Bridge

Between the International Community and the Developing World for

Implementing the TFA.” UN Trade and Development (UNCTAD), 29

June 2022, unctad.org/news/trade-facilitation-agreement-facility-

bridge-between-international-community-and-developing.

Through this agreement, international trade increased by

US$231 billion between 2017 and 2019, centered on the growth of the

agriculture sector in the LDCs. This result illustrates that the TFA has



led countries to trade liberalization and reduction in trade costs, and
will contribute to advancing trade-led growth in the future. However,
there are some challenging steps for developing countries which
include “difficulties in sustaining strong political momentum as well as
maintaining the negotiating team for the duration of the process which
takes years and at times decades” (WTO).

The Aid for Trade is another initiative constructed by the WTO
to support LDCs in capacity-building in regard to a stabilized trading
system. The aid for trade is usually headed to lower-middle-income
countries and Least Developed Countries in Africa and Asia, by the aid
provided from bilateral and multilateral donors.

Through Special and differential treatment (S&DT), the WTO
agreements also include provisions that offer developing countries
special rights. This contains “longer time periods for implementing
agreements and commitments, measures to increase trading
opportunities for these countries, and support to help developing
countries build the infrastructure to undertake WTO work, handle
disputes, and implement technical standards” (WTO). GSP is also
possible thanks to the “Enabling Clause”, one of the main legal
provisions in the S&DT. Not only that, Trade-Related Aspects of
Intellectual Property Rights (TRIPS) encourages technology transfer to
developing countries, and Waivers allow “developing country members
to provide preferential tariff treatment to products of least developed
countries” (WTO).

b. National Level



ii.

Europe

The European Union (EU) implements the Generalized Scheme of
Preferences (GSP) to “remove the import duties from products coming
into the EU market from vulnerable developing countries” (EU). This
enables developing countries to recover their economy and stabilize their
governance as well. First introduced by UNCTAD, the EU’s GSP is the
most developed form of these days. There are three arrangements in this
GSP: Standard GSP, GSP+, and the Everything But Arms (EBA).

First, Standard GSP removes partial or full customs duties on
two-thirds of tariff lines, where GSP+ sets the tariff line to 0% for
countries that implement 27 international conventions. EBA allows
duty-free and quota-free access by least developed countries, except for
arms and ammunition. According to the 2018 GSP mid-term evaluation,
“between 2014 and 2019, the 27 EU Member States' imports from current
GSP beneficiaries utilizing any of the existing arrangements increased by
25%, whereas overall imports from third countries increased by 16% over
the same period”. The growth in export of LDCs results from enforcing
GSP on the trade between developing and developed nations.

African Continental Free Trade Area (AfCFTA)

Aiming at the integration of the market across the continent and
the improvement in trade, the African Continental Free Trade Area
published the Protocol on Trade in Goods to discuss treatments for
member states. For the liberalization of trade, they decided to eliminate
import duties or charges with equivalent effects on goods originating from

other member states. “90% of tariff lines on non-sensitive products will be



phased out over 10 years for LDCs and 5 years for non-LDCs, and for
sensitive products, 7% of tariff lines will be eliminated over 10, 13 years”
(Africa Trade). Another measure they discussed is applying ‘quantitative
restrictions’, but only in exceptional circumstances, such as safeguard
actions or assistance for economic development through protective or
other measures.

They also consider Non-tariff Barriers (NTB), which refer to any
measures other than tariffs that can act as a barrier to international trade
between countries. It includes government subsidies and custom
procedures. The elimination of NTBs offers new opportunities for trade by
“reducing the cost of trade, raising consumption levels, and increasing
income” (Africa Trade). According to the IMF, “a 35% reduction in NTBs
alone has the potential to increase welfare in Africa by 1.7% and when
combined with tariff elimination, it can bring in a 2.1% increase in welfare
in Africa”. The tariffs hold substantial influence on the global economy
and trade. Therefore, discussions about tariff-related policies are essential

for developing countries.
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Fig 6. Africa Trade. “Trade in Goods..” Africa Trade,

www.africatradefoundation.org/trade-in-goods.

iii. Common Market for Eastern and Southern Africa (COMESA)

The Common Market for Eastern and Southern Africa consists of
21 member states to revitalize the African economy through regional
integration. As AfCFTA mentioned above, COMESA also eliminates
Non-tariff Barriers on common market goods in order to lessen trade
costs. What differs from AfCFTA is that COMESA “gradually establish
the Common External Tariff (CET) in respect of all goods imported into
the member states from third countries within a period of ten years from
the entry into force of the treaty and in accordance with a schedule to be
adopted by the council” (COMESA 34).

It also launched the “One Stop Border Post (OSBP)” in 2009 at
Chirundu, located between Zimbabwe and Zambia. The purpose of this
policy was to facilitate trade between countries by reducing the border

processing time and enhancing the region’s competitiveness (19).

4. Possible Actions



a. Promoting Value-Added Industrialization
To break commodity dependence, developing countries should

transition their industry into manufacturing and services. This balanced
strategy would enhance their resilience to external shocks. Therefore, aid from
other institutions or countries should be intensified in aspects of technology
and skills.

b. Strengthening South-South Cooperation and Regional Integration

South-South cooperation focuses on intensifying developing countries’

voices further and on addressing problems. Thus, reaching an agreement on
developing the directivity of trade policies is necessary, aligning with the
boosted resilience to tariff shocks. UNCTAD also notes that expanding
developing countries’ trade in the global south region, along with diversifying
their trade markets, is essential. Additionally, investments in value-added
production are required for the increased independence in the global market.
Lastly, by forging alliances with neighboring countries, “LDCs could reduce
reliance on a few markets or unilateral preferences” (UNCTAD).

c¢. Reforming Tariff Structures

There needs to be an international framework to lower tariff levels,

since “tariff escalation discourages developing economies from exporting
value-added goods, resulting in the delay of industrialization” (UNCTAD).
Shifts in tariff policies and international rules are necessary in global markets

to mitigate the negative effects of it.



5. Defining Key Words
a. Least Developed Country (LDC)

LDCs are “low-income countries confronting severe structural
impediments to sustainable development” (UNCTAD). They are highly
susceptible to economic and environmental shocks and have low levels of
human assets.

b. South-South Trade and Cooperation

South-South trades allow developing countries to “diversify their
trade relations and, therefore, reduce dependency on traditional partners as a
solution to protectionism” (World Economic Forum). Also, dealing with the
global energy transition movement towards renewable energy, developing
countries that are rich in minerals can take a big role in global value chains.
The ongoing growth of the digital economy can be an opportunity for
developing countries to modernize their market and access global markets.

c. Import Duty

An import duty is a fee or charge imposed on goods imported from
one country to another. However, certain charges, including internal taxes on
similar goods within the country, antidumping or countervailing duties, and

duties related to safeguards, do not fall under the category of import duties.

6. Key Questions
a. What are the fundamental causes of trade imbalances that developing
countries encounter?
b. How can international regulations or trade rules (tariffs) be adjusted to help

developing countries resolve trade problems?



What kinds of economic and technological assistance are needed for
developing countries to vitalize their economy?

By what measures can countries strengthen regional cooperation, and how
can they overcome the downsides of the current South-South trade?

What aspects of the developing countries’ trade are the most important?
What actions can developing countries themselves take to more deeply

engage with the global economy?
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