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Least Developed Countries (LDCs), as a sub-strata within the developing nations, was first categorised by the United Nations in 1971. Identification of such a group originated from a shared concern of the global community about development prospects of the most underdeveloped of countries that belonged to the developing world. Countries in the group of LDCs, currently numbering 49 subsequent to the recent inclusion of Senegal, were perceived to be faced with structural weaknesses which could be overcome only with special and targetted effort on the part of the developed world. It was recognised that these countries required adequate technical and financial support from the international community if they were to overcome their backwardness, structural weaknesses and formidable supply-side bottlenecks. 

As mandated by the UN, LDCs were to be accorded special treatment in the various UN initiatives and they were to be favourably treated in the allocation of resources under the various UN cooperation programmes, by various UN agencies and the development partners of the LDCs. More specifically they were to be provided assistance in the area of development finance and in the multilateral trade framework.

The UN periodically updates the list of LDCs. In its latest triennial review of the list of Least Developed Countries in 2000, the Economic and Social Council of the United Nations used the following three criteria for determining the new list, as proposed by the Committee for Development Policy:

· a low-income criterion, based on a three-year average estimate of the gross domestic product per capita (under $900 for inclusion, above $1,035 for graduation);
· a human resource weakness criterion, involving a composite Augmented Physical Quality of Life Index (APQLI) based on indicators of: (a) nutrition; (b) health; (c) education; and (d) adult literacy; and

· an economic vulnerability criterion, involving a composite Economic Vulnerability Index (EVI) based on indicators of (a) the instability of agricultural production; (b) the instability of exports of goods and services; (c) the economic importance of non-traditional activities (share of manufacturing and modern services in GDP); (d) merchandise export concentration; and (e) the handicap of economic smallness (as measured through the population in logarithm).

In the 2000 review of the list, it was stipulated that a country qualified to be added to the list if it met the above three criteria and did not have a population greater than 75 million. Application of this rule resulted in the inclusion of Senegal in recent times, as was mentioned above.

It is true that over the last three decades not much has been achieved in terms of changing the fortunes of the LDCs. Of the 25 countries listed in 1971, only one, Botswana was able to graduate from the group of LDCs (the sad part of this is that this lone ‘success story’ is now experiencing an epidemic of AIDS which threatens about a-third of her adult population). In the mean time another 25 countries have joined the group. Evidently, the experience of LDCs has been rather depressing, discouraging, and disappointing. There should be no illusion about that. 

On the other hand, over these past years, in various platforms and fora, the LDCs have been waging a relentless fight for greater financial and technical assistance from, and special and differential treatment by the developed countries. The need for reinforcing this struggle became ever more urgent in the context of the ongoing process of globalisation. There is a growing concern to the effect that opportunities stemming from globalisation have continued to remain urrealised and illusive, whilst the risks have become real and threatening. Bangladesh, as a leading country in the group of LDCs, has been at the forefront of the fight to make globalisation work for the LDCs and playing a proactive role in a number of important global platforms and organisations in championing and pushing forward the agenda of the LDCs. Her role in the third UN Conference on the LDCs and in the WTO in support of the LDC cause is well known, duly recognised and has been well appreciated. Issues such as preferential market access, technical assistance, transfer of technology, debt-write offs and trade capacity enhancing aid continue to receive prominence in various global fora often because the LDCs such as Bangladesh are driving force behind those agendas. As a group which comprises almost fifty countries, the LDCs represent a formidable force to be reckoned with. 

The benefits originating from membership in the group of LDCs are several. 

Firstly, there is a global consensus that in major initiatives of the UN such as financing for development, debt write-offs, aid etc., the interest of the LDCs be given priority attention and consideration. This creates a necessary condition to pursue LDC interest in allocation of resources. 

Secondly, in organisations such as the WTO there are specific provisions which provide special and differential (S&D) treatment to the LDCs in the form of deferred implementation of Agreements, preferential market access treatment and technical assistance commitments. LDCs stand to gain substantially from these. Flexibility accorded to LDCs in the TRIPS Agreement of the WTO (which may create very good opportunities for pharmaceutical industries in Bangladesh) is an example. 

Thirdly, as member of the LDC group, countries receive preferential treatment under GSPs which are specifically targetted to the LDCs. EU’s Everything but Arms Proposal (EU-EBA) which provides quota-free, zero tariff access for all products from the LDCs (excepting arms) and the recent revised GSP scheme of Japan providing zero-tariff access to many products including apparels/textile products from the LDCs are some important examples in this regard.  

Fourthly, as is known, global zero-tariff access for exports from LDCs is very much on the agenda of the WTO. If granted, countries such as Bangladesh stand to gain substantively from such preferential access since tariffs on many of her exports in the developed country markets continue to remain at relatively high levels. 

Fifthly, it is not to be forgotten that amongst the LDCs Bangladesh is perhaps the best positioned country in terms of the ability to access the incremental benefits accruing from any initiative favouring the LDCs. This is because of her relatively strong supply side capacities and proven competitive strength in a number of exportables. Accordingly, her interest in being considered as an LDC is pretty obvious. It may be recalled here that because of the potential benefit, some time back, no less a country than China wanted to be considered as an LDC in the WTO, a claim that was turned down by the WTO for obvious reasons. 

Sixthly, implementation of the decisions of the third UN Conference on LDCs held in Brussels in May, 2001 is still very much on the agenda. LDCs will stand to gain much from any concrete initiative in terms of implementing the Plan of Action adopted by the LDC III. 

Seventhly, in regional free trade agreements or preferential trading agreements, Bangladesh is claiming (as in the context of SAPTA) and can claim preferential treatment as an LDC (e.g. in terms of fast track approach providing zero-tariff access to LDC members).  

Eighthly, even if Bangladesh stays away from the group of LDCs, obviously she will not be in a position to discontinue with the current practice of seeking support from the international community. In the context of this necessity, there is no valid reason why she should not take the advantage of the incremental opportunities exclusively meant for the LDCs.  
As a nation, it does us no credit to belong to the group of LDCs. Our national effort must be geared towards overcoming our economic weaknesses and get into the trajectory of higher growth. However, as was pointed out above, the group of LDCs is identified on the basis of three concrete criteria. If a country can overcome the attendant vulnerabilities she will be recognised to have graduated from the status of LDCs. There is no point in simply making a declaration to the effect that a country would or not like to be considered as an LDC. The logic of economic development will, of itself, resolve this dichotomy. The task at hand is to expedite our graduation by making the best use of all the opportunities that are available in an increasingly competitive global trade and aid environment. 

It should also be noted here that there are strong lobbies in the developed countries which would like to see Bangladesh not being a member of the group of LDCs. This is because, Bangladesh’s exclusion from the group of LDCs makes it rather easy for the developed countries to favourably respond to the demand for global preferential market access including zero-tariff access for exports from LDCs including exports of RMG products. With the best-positioned country, capable of reaping the maximum benefit from such an initiative, remaining outside the ambit of the LDC, the potential cost of any such initiative for the developed countries will be rather insubstantial. Hence powerful lobbies, including the apparels and textile lobby in the USA, will be happy to see Bangladesh considered as a non-LDC developing country. 

The issue, thus, is whether it is in Bangladesh’s interest to fall into a trap whereby she either voluntarily withdraws from the group of LDCs, or is pushed out of the group by vested interests in developed countries. Evidently, distancing herself from the group of LDCs is not in Bangladesh’s greater national interest. On the contrary, Bangladesh’s effort should be directed in pursuing a proactive agenda in the WTO and other global fora towards greater market access, effective technical assistance and more trade capacity enhancing aid. Continuing membership in the group of the LDCs is in Bangladesh’s national interest. 
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