








Market access for least-developed countries
The following are excerpts from a WTO Secretariat survey of
border trade restrictions that affect the access of least-developed
countries’ exports to their twenty-three main markets (account-
ing for 95 per cent of their exports):

EXPORT PERFORMANCE

T rade is only a small share of economic activity in most
least-developed countries: on average, exports and im-

ports account respectively for about 9 per cent and 16 per
cent of their GDP, compared with 24 percent and 26 percent
for developing countries as a group. The least-developed
countries’ exports have grown far more slowly than world
trade over the past twenty years, and their collective share of
world merchandise exports has consequently declined from
about 0.8 per cent in 1980 to 0.46 per cent in 1995, when
their exports were valued at about $23 billion. In the 1990s,
the annual growth in value of least-developed countries’
exports has averaged less than 2 per cent, compared with 8
percent for world trade as a whole. On the import side, the
participation of least-developed countries in trade is equally
marginal; their total import bill in 1995 was equivalent to
0.7 per cent of world merchandise imports.

Over 60 per cent of the least-developed countries’ exports
is sold in developed country markets, mainly the European
Union, Japan and the United States . Thirty-four percent is
sold in developing country markets, of which the main ones
(accounting annually for $150 million or more) are Brazil,
China, Chinese Taipei, Hong Kong, India, Indonesia, Ko-
rea, Malaysia, Singapore, South Africa, and Thailand.

The product structure of the least-developed countries’
exports is  familiar  and  has changed little  over the past
twenty-five years. Primary commodities, mainly minerals
and tropical agricultural products make up over 70 per cent
of the total. Most are exported as raw materials with very
little processing. Manufactured products (mainly textiles
and clothing) constitute about 20 per cent of the least-de-
veloped countries’ exports in aggregate, but they are signifi-
cant for only a few of them, notably Bangladesh.

Most least-developed countries are dependent upon a very
small range of export products, usually just two or three.
About 75 per cent of least-developed countries’ total exports
are accounted for by 112 products (classified at the 6-digit
H.S. level), out of over 5,000 that are traded internationally.
On average, the top three export commodities account for
over 70 per cent of each least-developed country’s total
exports, leaving them vulnerable to changes in demand and
prices on world markets and to exogenous factors affecting
domestic supply.

The dependence of least-developed countries on exports
of a narrow range of largely unprocessed primary commodi-
ties and raw materials, which are susceptible to price volatil-
ity on world markets, whose price and income elasticity of
demand is low, and whose growth has been far more sluggish
than world trade overall, is one of the main factors hindering
their export performance. It also limits severely the stimulus
that the export sector can provide to the domestic economy
through backward linkage activities. As has been suggested
repeatedly in the past, the diversification of their economies

and of their exports, especially into manufactures, is seen as
the most promising long-term solution to their increased
participation in world trade. It is from that perspective, as
much as from their current economic situation, that im-
provements in market access opportunities for least-devel-
oped countries need to be considered.

MARKET ACCESS CONDITIONS

Tariffs

The overall unweighted average applied tariff facing least-
developed countries’ main exports in their twenty-three

main export markets is 10.6 per cent. In their developed
county markets, the average is 1.8 per cent; in their devel-
oping country markets it is 14.5 per cent. These averages will
be reduced following full implementation of the results of
the Uruguay Round negotiations.

When aggregated together, about seventy per cent of the
products (reported by tariff line) that are imported into
developed country markets from least-developed countries
enter free of duties, either under bound MFN tariffs (about
30 per cent) or under GSP or special least-developed country
preference schemes. However, the picture varies from one
developed country market to another. Certain offer prefer-
ences on an extensive range of products under regional
arrangements or other schemes (e.g., the Lomé Conven-
tion), which in some cases provide virtually unrestricted
access for the beneficiaries to their markets. Some others
offer practically no tariff line from among the products
which represent their main imports from least-developed
countries that is entirely free of tariffs or specific duties.
Although for many products the level of duty faced by
least-developed country exports is small and is unlikely to
affect market access significantly, products  they export
which continue to face relatively high applied tariffs (over 5
per cent) in developed country markets are beef, asparagus,
cigarettes, processed wood, clothing and footwear.  To-
gether, these account for about 10 per cent of least-devel-
oped countries’ total exports to developed country markets,
and for some individual least-developed countries they ac-
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Trade dependence on a few unprocessed commodities has hin-
dered LDC export performance. Economic diversification is seen
as the most promising solution. (ILO Photo)
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