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Workshop on  

Driving structural transformation beyond LDC graduation 

towards sustainable development of Cambodia, Lao PDR and 

Myanmar 

 
Co-organized by: 

the United Nations Economic and Social Commission for Asia and the Pacific (ESCAP) 

and 

the National Committee for ESCAP, the Royal Government of Cambodia 

 

CONCEPT NOTE 

 

8 December 2020  

2pm – 4pm Cambodia, Lao PDR and Thailand 

1:30pm – 3:30pm Myanmar 

Virtual meeting (via Microsoft Teams) 

 

Background 

 

The COVID-19 pandemic is having devastating impacts on people and economies of Asia-

Pacific least developed countries (LDCs) because of their high level of social vulnerability 

associated with underdeveloped public health systems, large informal sectors in which 

workers do not have adequate social protection, and limited policy space or institutional 

capacity to respond to shocks. In addition, immense economic impacts are arising from the 

disruption of supply chains and international travel restrictions. Consequently, the pandemic 

could undo years of development progress made by LDCs to achieve the sustainable 

development goals (SDGs).  

 

LDCs may face additional challenges due to their graduation from the LDC status1 as LDC-

specific international support measures (ISMs) such as preferential market access for goods 

and services and preferential access to development finance will be phased out upon 

graduation. These countries will thus be exposed to more competition in the global market, 

 
1 Among Southeast Asian LDCs, Lao’s People Democratic Republic (Lao PDR), Myanmar and Timor-Leste may 

be recommended for graduation from LDC category if they meet the eligibility criteria for graduation at the 2021 

review of the United Nations Committee for Development Policy. Cambodia may also meet the criteria for 

graduation in near future. 
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both in terms of international trade and access to external finance. This will make their 

development efforts and their engagement with the global economy more strenuous.  

 

One of the common characteristics of Southeast Asian LDCs is their low level of productivity 

and the asymmetry between sectors that employ most of the workforce and sectors that 

contribute most to output. In part, this is explained by the pattern of structural transformation 

that they have gone through, whereby a transition to services has bypassed the relatively 

higher-productive, employment-generating dynamism of the manufacturing sector. Also, little 

progress has taken place in within-sector upgrading in the agricultural sector, failing to 

facilitate value added activities in rural areas. Instead, these countries have at best expanded 

their existing industries, including resources sectors (in the case of Lao PDR, Myanmar and 

Timor-Leste) and the garment industry (in the case of Cambodia and Myanmar). This has 

inhibited the structural transformation that allows employment to shift to more productive 

activities and more advanced activities to emerge.  

 

Renewed efforts at structurally transforming these economies are therefore pertinent, 

especially in view of the challenges that Southeast Asian LDCs may face in the wake of the 

COVID-19 pandemic and after graduating from the LDC status. Doing so successfully will 

require a boost in productive capacity through, for instance, investment to upgrade education 

and training quality and the implementation of an effective strategy aimed at structural 

transformation. Such efforts will need to be complemented and supported by policy measures 

to address the vulnerabilities revealed by the COVID-19 pandemic as well as an adequate 

transition strategy that will mitigate potentially adverse impacts of graduation and ensure a 

smooth transition that allows for further progress using the momentum of graduation. 

 

It is therefore important that policymakers of Southeast Asian LDCs have the capacities to 

understand how structural transformation and graduation from the LDC status are connected 

in their specific country circumstances and what policy measures need to be taken to ensure 

continuous developmental progress. These capacities will enable them to formulate policies 

and national development strategies that facilitate structural transformation that leads to 

building productive capacity as well as resilience to external shocks while ensuring that 

graduation from the LDC category will not disrupt their efforts aimed at sustainable 

development. 

 

Objectives 

 

This virtual capacity building workshop provides a platform for working-level or technical 

exchanges and discussions on ways to progress towards the SDGs through structural 

transformation while dealing with the implication of graduation from the LDC category and the 

impact of the COVID-19 pandemic. It also aims to assist Southeast Asian LDCs in preparing 

for the United Nations Conference on LDCs to be held in January 2022 by providing a regional 

review of the Istanbul Programme of Action for LDCs and facilitating discussion on policy 

priorities for the next Programme of Action for LDCs.  
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The key objectives of the workshop include: 

 

1. Assessment: To identify development priorities and challenges of the Southeast 

Asian LDCs by assessing the current policy implementations that facilitate structural 

transformation and identifying policy gaps and opportunities; 

2. Policy formulation: To enhance the technical capacities of policymakers to formulate 

national policies and strategies to support structural transformation that leads to 

building productive capacity and resilience to external shocks; 

3. Knowledge sharing: To facilitate exchange of knowledge, best practices and 

experiences among the Southeast Asian LDCs to strengthen peer-learning 

interactions. 

 

Participants 

 

The participants will comprise Government representatives and working-level officers from the 

Southeast Asian LDCs 2  who are involved in national planning, finance, foreign affairs, 

development cooperation, aid coordination, implementation of the IPoA and/or coordination of 

SDGs. The workshop will include presentations given by experts/researchers, along with 

participants from relevant international, regional and subregional organizations and entities, 

including those of the UN system.  

 

Documentation 

 

ESCAP will disseminate technical background notes in advance of the event. These notes 

along with all other related documents and information will be posted on the workshop website: 

https://www.unescap.org/events/workshop-driving-structural-transformation-beyond-ldc-

graduation-towards-sustainable  

 
2 This workshop is designed for participants from Cambodia, Lao PDR and Myanmar. A separate 
consultation meeting will be held for participants from Timor-Leste.  

https://www.unescap.org/events/workshop-driving-structural-transformation-beyond-ldc-graduation-towards-sustainable
https://www.unescap.org/events/workshop-driving-structural-transformation-beyond-ldc-graduation-towards-sustainable

