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1. Background 
 
Socioeconomic vulnerability of landlocked developing countries (LLDCs) has been intensified 
since the onslaughts of the COVID-19. Disruptions to global shipping and port operations reduced 



notably on trade and investment facilitation, transport and digital connectivity, and on enhancing 
productive capacities”. 
 

2. Key activities of UNCTAD in implementing the Vienna Programme of Action (VPoA) 
 

In the reporting period, UNCTAD continued to undertake a series of activities to support the 
implementation of the priorities of the Vienna Programme of Action and the Roadmap for 
accelerated implementation of the VPoA in areas within its mandates and comparative advantages. 
Key activities of UNCTAD in support of LLDCs are highlighted as hereafter in accordance with 
the structure of the Vienna Programme of Action. 
 

2.1. Fundamental Transit Policy Issues 
 

UNCTAD has supported many LLDCs and their partners transit developing countries during 2020 
with implementation of trade facilitation and transit obligations, mainly in the framework of the 
WTO Trade Facilitation Agreement (TFA), but also in the context of regional and sub-regional 
trade agreements and Customs arrangements such as the AfCFTA, ALAFI, EAC, ECCAS, 
ECOWAS, SPECA, and the GMS agreement.  
 
Transit is one of the fundamental articles of the WTO TFA, addressing the issue in detail in Article 
11, as well as in a number of other of the obligations of the agreement, such as in relation to 
Transparency, Fees and Charges, Formalities such as Pre-arrival processing, and Border Agency 
Cooperation.  Article 11.16 and 17 contains recommendations regarding the coordination of transit 
within and between countries and the appointment of so-called Transit Coordinators. The issues 
are not elaborated in detail in the said articles. UNCTAD has therefore developed a specific 
workshop on Transit Coordination that is particularly interesting for regional organizations and 
groupings of land-locked and transit countries with a view to developing their transit collaboration 
and also to clarify the role of national transit coordinators. During 2021, UNCTAD conducted 
transit coordination workshops with ECCAS and SPECA countries. UNCTAD further updated its 
Technical Notes on trade facilitation, including the following notes on transit and related issues 



 



In respect of legal and regulatory issues, UNCTAD is leading the international commercial 
transport and trade law component of an ongoing multi-agency  (UNCTAD and regional 
Commissions) UNDA project (2023X) on ‘Transport and trade connectivity in the age of 
pandemics’ (2020-2022). In 2021, two substantive briefing notes were prepared on: “COVID-19 
implications for commercial contracts: carriage of goods by sea and related cargo claims”, and on 
“COVID-19 implications for commercial contracts: International sale of goods on CIF and FOB 
terms”, to highlight some of the complex commercial law issues that arise in the context of the 
pandemic and its aftermath for contracting parties to commercial contracts throughout the supply 
chain. In addition, an in-depth analytical report on “Contracts for the carriage of goods by sea and 
multimodal transport - Key issues arising from the impacts of the Covid-19 pandemic”, was 
published in 2022. The report identifies the main types of issues arising from the pandemic in the 
context of the performance of contracts for the carriage of goods, as well as implications for 
different types of contracts of carriage; and provides some recommendations for contractual parties 
as well as related considerations for policymakers. Further related work is in preparation. 

UNCTAD also contributed to work on the legal and regulatory framework for multimodal 
transport including several UNESCAP Expert meetings on harmonizing multimodal legal 
frameworks in Asia and the Pacific, as well as several Expert Group Meetings under the auspices 
of UNCITRAL as part of its preparatory work on negotiable multimodal transport documents.    

 
In the area of ICT infrastructure, UNCTAD, through its E-commerce and Digital Economy 
(ECDE) work programme, continued to support developing countries, including LLDCs, to unlock 
the potential of e-commerce and digital development for the achievement of the Sustainable 
Development Goals.  

The eTrade Readiness Assessments (also known as eT Readies), first launched in 2017, have been 
designed to assist developing countries evaluate their e-commerce ecosystem and provide key 
policy recommendations to enhance their capacity to engage in and benefit from e-commerce. As 
of early 2022 the following LLDCs have been covered by the eTready assessments: Afghanistan, 
Bhutan, Burkina Faso, Lao PDR, Lesotho, Malawi, Mali, Nepal, Niger, Uganda and Zambia. New 
assessments are expected to be started in 2022/2023 in Eswatini, Mongolia and Zimbabwe. 
Requests have furthermore been received from Burundi and South Sudan.  

The assessments have been conducted in collaboration with various eTrade for all partners, who 
have provided inputs to the analyses, and in some cases also technical support for the 
implementation of a number of eT Ready policy recommendations. Table 1 shows a non-
exhaustive list of partners with whom UNCTAD has collaborated in the conduct of the 
assessments: 

Table 1: Partners involved in various eTrade Readiness Assessments 

eTrade for all Policy Areas Partners 
E-commerce strategy EIF, ITC, UNCTAD, UPU, WBG   
ICT infrastructure EIF, , UNESCAP, WBG 
Payment solutions ITC, UNCDF, UNCITRAL, UNESCAP, UPU, WBG 
Legal frameworks ITU, UNCITRAL, UNCTAD, WBG 
Trade logistics and facilitation BSI, ITC, UNESCAP, UNCTAD, UNECE, UPU, WBG  



Skills development ILO, ITC,  
Financing SMEs ITC, UNCDF, WBG 



UNCTAD has been providing technical assistance and capacity-building through its long-standing 
STI Policy (STIP) Review programme, that helps countries shape their STI policy in line with 
economically, socially and environmentally sustainable goals. These STIP reviews and related 





started in March 2021 and aims to facilitate and stimulate agricultural monitoring of developing 
countries in support of   SDG 2 on “zero hunger”. In May 2021, participants from three LLDCs 
(Afghanistan, Malawi and Zambia) had completed a two-month online workshop on the 
application of a crop monitoring system using satellite data. In 2022 the programme will go into 



requirements of Kyrgyzstan in a single data pool maintained by Kyrgyzstan enhancing the 
transparency of trade related regulations. Transparency alone can already reduce trade costs by 25 
per cent. Furthermore, since UNCTAD TRAINS also contains data for their trading partners, this 
facilitates regulatory cooperation which also can reduce trade costs without compromising on the 
protection and safety of consumers and the environment.  

Given the increasing demand for sustainable products, i.e. products that do not hurt the 
environment or the people who made them, Voluntary Sustainability Standards (VSS) and eco 
labels can be used to enhance LLDCs competitiveness and their inclusion to global value chains. 
Up to 2020, the uptake of VSS, i.e. the number of VSS utilized in a country, was considerably low 
in LLDCs in comparison to world’s average. On average, LLDCs utilization of VSS was 30 per 
cent lower than the world’s average. Also, only 6 out of 31 LLDCs (South Sudan have no available 
data) showed higher VSS uptake scores in comparison to the world’s average.  

This can be attributed to the potential challenges smallholder farmers and small and medium-sized 
enterprises (SMEs) may face in complying with additional procurement and export requirements. 
Increasing and aiding in the VSS uptake in these countries could thus result in higher sustainable 
trade opportunities.  

During the period under consideration, UNCTAD further implemented a series of activities aimed 
at supporting land-locked developing countries, with a focus on gender and economic issues. Such 
activities were implemented in line with one of the "Calls for action and key asks" of the VPoA 
Roadmap, namely, Enhance efforts towards ensuring gender equality and the empowerment of 
women and girls" 

UNCTAD's Trade, Gender and Development Programme has continued deepening the scope of its 
analysis and broadening the range of its activities to raise knowledge and understanding of the 
links between trade and gender equality in land-locked developing countries in all regions. 

As a component of its capacity-building activities on trade and gender, UNCTAD has developed 
a teaching package that includes teaching modules and online courses. The objective of this 
distance learning initiative is to equip policymakers, academics, and civil society representatives 
in developing, landlocked and least developed countries with analytical tools to analyze the two-
way relationship between trade and gender, and produce gender-responsive policy, research and 
advocacy.  

Within this framework and in cooperation with the Enhanced Integrated Framework (EIF), 
UNCTAD developed and published an additional teaching module: Trade and Gender Linkages - 
An analysis of the least developed countries. The module was made available as well in French.   

The study represented the basis for a new online course that enriched UNCTAD's portfolio of 
online courses on trade and gender. Between 31 May – 25 July 2021, UNCTAD, in cooperation 
with the EIF, delivered the 2021 iteration of the "standard" online course on trade and gender with 
the optional module on the LDCs. The course was delivered in English, French and Spanish. Out 
of 163 selected participants (90 women and 73 men), 14 were from LLDCs.  

The Gender and Development Forum at UNCTAD 15 (26-28 September 2021) provided a critical 
space of debate and reflection through a gender lens on a wide range of issues - ranging from 
agriculture to industrial policies, from education and training to labour market needs, from 
environmental challenges to trade and regional integration. The discussions were framed under the 



theme “From Inequality and Vulnerabilities to Prosperity for All”, the overall theme of 
UNCTAD’s 15th Ministerial conference. H.E. Ms. Béata Habyarimana, Minister of Trade and 
Industry, Republic of Rwanda, was among the high-level speakers of the Forum. 

In the area of trade facilitation, UNCTAD supports the automation of customs clearance processes 
through its ASYCUDA programme. As of the end of 2021, ASYCUDA systems are running or 
being implemented in 20 LLDCs out of 32 (63%), including Afghanistan, Bolivia, Burkina Faso, 
Burundi, Central African Republic, Chad, Eswatini, Kazakhstan, Lao People’s Democratic 
Republic, Lesotho, Malawi, Mali, Moldova, Nepal, Niger, Rwanda, Turkmenistan, Uganda, 
Zambia and Zimbabwe. Burundi, Kazakhstan, Rwanda, Turkmenistan and Uganda are currently 









implement their policies better and benchmark their achievements. The PCI data has been made 
publicly available through UNCTAD’s statistics portal, UNCTADStats.unctad.org , as well as on 
a dedicated website.9  
 
In addition, UNCTAD finalized and released two publications on the PCI, one outlining the 
finalized methodology, and one specifically analyzing the performance of LLDCs in building 
productive capacities, in comparison to other country groups. The study finds that LLDCs 
underperform other developing countries in all categories of the PCI except for natural capital.10  
 
As part of the remaining activities under the project, in April 2021, UNCTAD, with support from 
UNIDO, delivered two statistical capacity-building trainings on the Productive Capacities Index 
(PCI) for officials in Rwanda and Lao PDR.  The participants were statisticians from the relevant 
Ministries, as well as the National Institutes of Statistics. In light of the prevailing health situation, 
the training sessions were held in hybrid format, with participants gathered in Vientiane and Kigali 
respectively receiving a remote training from UNCTAD and UNIDO colleagues based in Geneva 
and Vienna. The training-sessions were a follow-up to earlier such trainings held in person in 2019 
(Lao PDR) and early 2020 (Rwanda).  
 
Building on the work on productive capacities and the PCI, in 2021 UNCTAD launched a new 
project with funding from the 2030 Agenda Sustainable Development Sub-Fund. The project aims 
to assist eight developing economies in Africa, including 4 LLDCs (Botswana, Ethiopia, Rwanda, 



Delivery of the project outputs has been delayed by the Covid-19 pandemic and related travel 
restrictions. However, UNCTAD has taken measures to adapt the project implementation plan, 
and has re-focused its initial activities on background desk research to assess the levels of 
productive capacities in the beneficiary countries by using UNCTAD’s new Productive Capacities 
Index, and identifying binding constraints to building productive capacities in some of them. In 



Drawing on its work on nutraceuticals, UNCTAD and the Common Fund for Commodities (CFC) 



challenges faced in the World Investment Report 2021; their involvement in initiatives on special 
economic zones (SEZs); targeted assistance on international investment agreements, investment 
promotion and facilitation, business facilitation, enterprise development, policy frameworks for 
enterprise sustainability and SDG reporting, and intellectual property; and their involvement in the 
Sustainable Stock Exchanges (SSE) initiative.  

The 7th World Investment Forum devised ways and means to make investment work better for 
sustainable development. Attended by over 8,000 participants, the forum comprised some 95 
events organized by UNCTAD, including three summits, three ministerial round-table discussions 
and four high-profile award ceremonies. The Forum included the Least Developed Countries 
Ministerial and Business Executive Round Table in partnership with the United Nations Office of 
the High Representative for the Least Developed Countries, Landlocked Developing Countries 
and Small Island Developing States. The high-level roundtable offered the opportunity for 
ministers and business executives to discuss the role of FDI in economic recovery and advance 
initiatives to diversify investment and increase investment in SDG-related projects. H.E. Mr. 
Armen Sarkissian, President of the Republic of Armenia and H.E. Mr. Mokgweetsi Eric 
Keabetswe Masisi, President of the Republic of Botswana addressed the Opening Summit and 
eleven ministers, ambassadors, and senior officials from nine other LLDCs spoke during other 



of economies in this group, with the notable exceptions of Kazakhstan, the Lao People’s 





Zone-City Link” meeting and LDC Ministerial and Business Executive roundtable meetings held 
in October.   
 
A webinar was also organized with the Eswatini Investment Promotion Agency (EIPA), several 
Eswatini ministries, the local private sector and UNDP, on a strategy to mainstream, facilitate and 
promote investment in SDG projects in Eswatini. UNCTAD presented the strategy with particular 





Lanka in the areas of trade, industrialization, digital economy, macroeconomic & finance 
assessment and debt sustainability.  
 



conditions and resource endowments in each country. Operationally, this means that while the 
medium- to long-term goal should be to build new capacities, in the short term, the focus should 
be on how to maintain and utilize existing capacities. Full and effective utilization of existing 
productive capacities will require adequate availability of inputs, better infrastructure, developing 
skills of the workforce and coordinated implementation of trade, investment, and overall 
development policies.  



Annex I 

List of Landlocked Developing countries with ASYCUDA Projects 

 * A++= ASYCUDA++; AW = ASYCUDAWorld; SW= Single Window 

LLD Country System Version* 

Afghanistan AW 

Bolivia (Plurinational State 
of) 

A++ 

Burkina Faso AW 

Burundi AW-SW 

Central African Republic 
A++ (started migration to 

AW) 

Chad 
A++ (started migration to 

AW) 

Eswatini AW 

Kazakhstan  AW – SW 

Lao People’s Democratic 
Republic 

AW 

Lesotho AW 

Malawi AW 

Mali AW 

Nepal AW 

Niger AW 

Republic of Moldova AW 

Rwanda AW – SW 

Turkmenistan AW–SW 

Uganda AW –SW


