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TRADE TALK ON
NAVIGATING TRANSITIONS IN THE MULTILATERAL TRADING SYSTEM:

LDC GRADUATION AND EMERGING ISSUES

Advancing the trade and development prospects of least developed countries (LDCs) remains a 
critical objective of the multilateral trading system. At present, 37 of the 44 LDCs listed by the 
United Nations are Members of the World Trade Organization (WTO), and four more are in the 
process of accession.1 Ensuring that these countries can fully participate in and benefit from global 
trade is central to the WTO’s mandate and long-standing development objectives. 

The  WTO  recognises  that  LDCs  require  tailored  support  and  flexibility  to  advance  their 
development. Accordingly, the WTO agreements contain provisions designed to expand LDCs’ 
trading  opportunities  through improved market  access;  obligations  on Members  to  take  the 
interests of developing countries into account; flexibilities that permit LDCs to extend timelines 
and  ease  requirements  when  implementing  WTO  rules  and  commitments;  and  dedicated 
provisions for technical assistance.2 

The WTO framework acknowledges that countries at different stages of development require 
tailored support. For LDCs, this includes Special and Differential Treatment (S&DT), market 
access privileges such as Duty-Free and Quota-Free (DFQF) schemes, and the LDC Services 
Waiver. These LDC-specific provisions offer tailored flexibilities and support that extend beyond 
those available to other developing Members.

Over the years, WTO Members have also adopted a series of decisions specifically aimed at helping 
LDCs become more fully integrated into international trade. These steps include offering duty-free 
and quota-free (DFQF) access for LDC exports,3 more liberal preferential rules of origin,4 and 
creating mechanisms to promote LDC participation in the services sector,  such as the LDC 
Services Waiver5.6 

However, the landscape is shifting. Several members are on a trajectory toward LDC graduation. 
Where a country graduates from LDC status, these dedicated benefits are no longer automatically 
available, except where specific transitional arrangements have been agreed. At the WTO’s 14th 
Ministerial Conference in 2024, Members adopted a Ministerial Decision on Smooth Transition 
Support Measures in Favour of Countries Graduated from the LDC Category.7 While this decision 

1 WTO, Understanding  the  WTO:  The  Organization  –  Least-Developed  Countries, available 
at: https://www.wto.org/english/thewto_e/whatis_e/tif_e/org7_e.htm.

2 WTO, Trade  Impacts  of  LDC  Graduation:  Matters  Related  to  the  WTO  Agreements, available 
at: https://www.wto.org/english/res_e/booksp_e/ldc_graduation_pocket_e.pdf.

3 WTO Ministerial Conference, ‘Duty-Free and Quota-Free Market Access for Least-Developed Countries: Ministerial Decision of  
7  December  2013’  WT/MIN(13)/44,  WT/L/919  (11  December  2013),  available 
at: https://www.wto.org/english/thewto_e/minist_e/mc9_e/desci44_e.htm.

4 WTO Ministerial Conference, ‘Preferential Rules of Origin for Least-Developed Countries: Ministerial Decision of 19 December  
2015’  WT/MIN(15)/47,  WT/L/917,  available 
at: https://www.wto.org/english/thewto_e/minist_e/mc10_e/l917_e.htm.

5 WTO, Trade  in  Services  and  LDCs  –  Services  Negotiations, available 
at: https://www.wto.org/english/tratop_e/serv_e/ldc_mods_negs_e.htm.

6 WTO, Trade  Impacts  of  LDC  Graduation:  Matters  Related  to  the  WTO  Agreements, available 
at: https://www.wto.org/english/res_e/booksp_e/ldc_graduation_pocket_e.pdf.
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represents an important step, its scope is relatively limited, focusing primarily on dispute-related 
flexibilities and technical assistance.

The United Nations determines LDC graduation based on three criteria: Gross National Income 
(GNI) per capita, the Human Assets Index, and the Economic Vulnerability Index.8 Graduation 
signifies a significant developmental achievement. Yet, from a trade perspective, it also entails  
discontinuing LDC-specific international support measures, including preferential market access, 
extended implementation periods, and other WTO-related flexibilities.

For WTO LDC Members approaching graduation, this transition may have implications for export 
competitiveness, regulatory preparedness, and capacity to comply with full WTO obligations. 
Currently,  12  WTO  LDC  Members  are  on  a  graduation  trajectory:  Bangladesh,  Cambodia, 
Comoros, Djibouti, Lao PDR, Myanmar, Nepal, Rwanda, Senegal, Solomon Islands, Tanzania, and 
Uganda.9

Given  these  implications,  both  current  LDCs  and  graduating  LDCs  at  the  WTO  need  to 
understand, anticipate, and plan for the transition. This requires informed discussion, evidence-
based  assessment,  and  collective  exploration  of  strategies  to  ensure  smooth and sustainable 
integration into the global economy beyond LDC status.

This Trade Talk addresses the challenges and opportunities when LDCs transition (Graduation) 
into the status of a developing country Member at the WTO, and explores following:

 How can the LDCs maximise the benefits of existing WTO flexibilities and support measures 
before graduation and after graduation?

 What are the specific WTO S&DT provisions that become unavailable upon graduation, and 
how  do  these  withdrawals  affect  a  Member’s  legal  obligations  under  individual  WTO 
agreements?

 Which domestic  policies  and reforms can help  graduating  countries  adjust  smoothly  and 
maintain market competitiveness?

 Is  there  a  need  to  revisit  or  reform  the  WTO’s  current  approach  to  LDC  transition 
arrangements to reflect actual development realities?

 How do acceding countries balance development needs with the stringent requirements of 
Article XII negotiations?

* * * *

7 WTO Ministerial Conference, ‘Smooth Transition Support Measures in Favour of Countries Graduated from the LDC Category:  
Ministerial  Decision  of  2  March  2024’  WT/MIN(24)/34,  WT/L/1189  (4  March  2024),  available 
at: https://docs.wto.org/dol2fe/Pages/SS/directdoc.aspx?filename=q:/WT/MIN24/34.pdf&Open=True.

8 UN  Department  of  Economic  and  Social  Affairs, Graduation  from  the  LDC  Category, available 
at: https://policy.desa.un.org/themes/least-developed-countries-category/graduation-from-the-ldc-category.

9 WTO, Graduation  from  LDC  Status, available 
at: https://www.wto.org/english/tratop_e/devel_e/graduation_ldc_status_e.htm.
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