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The secretariat of the Economic and Social Commission for Asia 
and the Pacific (ESCAP) is the regional development arm of the 
United Nations and serves as the main economic and social 
development centre for the United Nations in Asia and the Pacific. 
Its mandate is to foster cooperation between its 53 members and 9 
associate members. ESCAP provides the strategic link between 
global and country-level programmes and issues. It supports 
Governments of the region in consolidating regional positions and 
advocates regional approaches to meeting the region’s unique 
socio-economic challenges in a globalizing world. The ESCAP 
office is located in Bangkok, Thailand. Please visit our website at 
www.unescap.org for further information. 
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INTRODUCTION TO THE CAPACITY BUILDING 

PROGRAMME IN TRADE AND INVESTMENT 
 

 

Growing trade and investment in Asia and the Pacific has been a major driver of 

the regional economic dynamism that has lifted millions from poverty.  Not all 

countries, however, have been able to benefit from increasing regional and global 

trade. Least developed countries and landlocked developing countries often face 

the greatest obstacles to participation.  

 

Considerably poorer than the regional average, least developed countries and 

landlocked developing countries account for only a small fraction of regional trade 

and investment flows. These countries still face substantial barriers to trade, 

whether in the form of geographic distance, infrastructure deficits, low human and 

institutional capacity, shortage of trade finance, or policies that impede trade and 

growth.  

 

ESCAP therefore recognizes a pressing need to assist least developed countries 

and landlocked developing countries better integrate into global and regional 

trade and value chains. Increasing integration can bring numerous benefits 

starting with better employment opportunities and greater household purchasing 

power. Broader linkages with trading partners can also play a role in facilitating 

economic diversification, thereby enhancing resilience to shocks. Simply, trade 

and investment policy is a crucial element in strategies for inclusive growth for a 

majority of, if not all, least developed countries and landlocked developing 

countries. In view of these needs, ESCAP has designed a special programme of 
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capacity building to assist least developed countries and landlocked developing 

countries. Three characteristics distinguish our approach.
1
  

 

Our activities are: 

 Demand driven - Our actions are planned in response to specific 

requests for assistance from members.   

  

 Individually tailored - Recognizing that no countries face exactly the 

same challenges, or face the same set of institutional, regulatory, 

economic and social circumstances, we tailor our advice, training and 

assistance to the unique needs of each country.   

  

 Broadly based - ESCAP’s areas of assistance cover the full range of 

trade and investment policies including: developing analytical tools; 

trade negotiations; trade facilitation; SME development; and improving 

the business environment. 

 

Capacity building is realized through several different modalities:  

 Training - Our trainings for government officials, researchers and 

policymakers help develop the analytical capabilities to use evidence 

effectively in tailoring policies to country needs. Furthermore, we 

provide training on developing institutional and regulatory frameworks 

as well as on negotiation of international agreements and treaties. We 

also use our communities of knowledge and practice to provide 

                                                
1
 This note describes ESCAP technical assistance and capacity building work for least developed 

countries and landlocked developing countries in the area of trade and investment. ESCAP also 

provides assistance in range of other substantive areas. Further information can be obtained from 

the Countries with Special Needs Section: http://www.unescap.org/pdd/about_csns.asp 

http://www.unescap.org/pdd/about_csns.asp
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practical assistance with trade facilitation issues, development of SMEs, 

and trade defence measures.  

 

 Research and Analysis - One challenge facing least developed 

countries and landlocked developing countries in the consideration of 

trade and investment policy is the difficulty of obtaining sufficient and 

high quality information to make fully-informed choices. ESCAP 

analytical work helps provide the knowledge base for better decisions.  

 

 Co-operation and Dialogue - As the most inclusive platform for 

regional co-operation, ESCAP is ideally placed to facilitate co-operation 

and dialogue among member states and with other stakeholders, 

thereby enhancing knowledge sharing and understanding. Recognizing 

that trade-policy has broad cross-cutting effects, we also work with 

SMEs, investors and regulators to spread better understanding of the 

impacts of policy change. 

 

 Partnership Approach - Working in partnership with many 

international and regional organizations including UNCTAD, WTO, ADB, 

other UN Regional Commissions, as well as national and regional think-

tanks, academia and government entities, we are able to bring together 

the people and resources to provide comprehensive assistance, 

whenever possible as part of integrated and joint approaches. 

 

 Monitoring and Implementation - To ensure that the capacity building 

programme is effective and impact creating, ESCAP partners with 

members throughout programme design, implementation and 

monitoring. Ongoing dialogue throughout the reform process is a 

hallmark of our approach.   
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Background 
 

Timor-Leste, an independent nation since 2002, and a member of ESCAP since 

2003,
2
 is one of the 13 least developed countries in the Asia-Pacific region. 

Timor-Leste has made remarkable progress since becoming independent. The 

country has experienced fast growth fuelled by oil revenues and increased 

government expenditures. Economic growth in 2012 and 2011 has been around 

10%, and ESCAP estimates that output growth is expected to remain at that level 

in 2013. GDP per capita in 2012 was $706 with GNI per capita of $3,670.
3
 

However, poverty remains widespread. Around 40% of the population has to 

survive on less than $1 a day, and large disparities between rural and urban 

households remain.  

 

The economy of Timor-Leste is very reliant on the petroleum industry: over 80% 

of GDP originates from that sector. There is currently a weak domestic production 

base leaving the country heavily dependent on imports. At present, the major 

private sector export product, after petroleum, is coffee. 70% of the population 

depends on agriculture. The non-oil economy has grown rapidly in recent years 

driven by government spending, particularly cash transfers and infrastructure 

spending on national electrification and road upgrades. But employment in the 

non-oil sector and outside of agriculture is still limited. 

  

                                                
2 

We marked the 10th anniversary of Timor-Leste’s admission as a Member State of ESCAP on 18 

July 2013. 
3
 This significant difference in GDP per capita and GNI per capita levels is due to the income of the 

Petroleum Fund which is managed abroad. 
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According to the World Bank Doing Business 2013 indicators, Timor-Leste ranked 

169th (out of 185 countries). Exports and imports took about 26 days, placing it in 

82
nd

 place by the ease of trading across borders. Almost 63% of the population is 

less than 21 years of age, making it one of the youngest in the region. Tourism is 

in an embryonic state, while public services and infrastructure still need significant 

improvement.  

 

 

Request for Assistance  

 

Recognizing the importance of capacity building to improve prospects for 

developing a diversified non-oil economy, the Government of Timor-Leste has set 

out its strategy for the long-term development of the country in the Strategic 

Development Plan 2011-2030. The strategy is to firstly prioritize the development 

of human capacities and infrastructure, and subsequently concentrate on the 

development of a diversified non-oil economy. The Government of Timor-Leste 

has requested the assistance of ESCAP in providing capacity building to assist in 

implementing this plan.  

 

ESCAP has responded positively to this request and agreed to provide technical 

assistance through research, capacity building programmes and policy advice. In 

doing so, ESCAP will work with key development partners including ADB, UNDP 

and World Bank. A programme for action has been set out in ESCAP’s document: 

“Capacity building for implementing the Timor-Leste’s Strategic Development 

Plan 2011-2030 focusing on inclusive development and job creation”. Trade and 

Investment is a critical action area within this broader programme; ESCAP Trade 

and Investment Division is developing and delivering a broad programme 

covering trade, investment, integration, technology transfer and SME 
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development.  These planned activities conform to ESCAP’s approach of 

providing demand driven support, tailored to country circumstances.  

 

 

Assessment of Needs 

 

To identify priority areas for assistance an initial needs assessment was 

undertaken, this included discussions with government officials and civil society 

representatives undertaken in October 2013 alongside the first ESCAP-led 

capacity building workshop on trade.  

 

Similar to other least developed countries, Timor-Leste has not been able to 

utilize the developmental benefits of foreign trade and investment to their full 

potential. This is due to its difficult path to independence: time during which 

infrastructure, institutions and human capital were all either destroyed or 

weakened. Timor-Leste is slowly returning to a position from where it can use the 

opportunities for trade- and investment-led inclusive growth especially through 

deeper integration with ASEAN and wider regional cooperation.   

 

Timor-Leste is not a member of any reciprocal trade agreements but has been 

pursuing membership in ASEAN. The application is currently being considered by 

the ASEAN Coordinating Council and its Working Group. If accepted, there will be 

much work needed to prepare Timor-Leste  for membership especially because 

of the advent of the ASEAN Economic Community at the end of 2015. As the 

country is neither a member of any reciprocal trade agreements, nor the WTO, at 

present there is little local capacity to handle this work. 
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As with other least developed countries, Timor-Leste has access to unilateral 

Generalized Scheme of Preferences (GSP) schemes but the capacity, both at 

institutional and productive levels, to utilize those is limited.  Despite joining the 

Enhanced Integrated Framework (EIF) in 2007 and undertaking a Diagnostic 

Trade Integration Study in 2010, even in 2012 there were no activities reported 

under this initiative.   

 

In addition to work on regional economic integration, the Government of Timor-

Leste has recognized the importance of small and medium-size enterprises 

(SMEs) as the engine of future development. SMEs typically account for over 99 

per cent of all enterprises in South-East Asian countries, employ two thirds of the 

entire work force, contribute nearly half of GDP and one quarter of exports. In the 

case of Timor-Leste, SMEs are facing numerous obstacles, for example 

difficulties with regards to unfavorable business environment; poor infrastructure; 

inadequate access to finance, markets and technology; low levels of skills and 

productivity; and a lack of business development services.  

 

The initial needs assessment classified needs into four broad categories: trade 

research, policy formulation, business development and trade facilitation. 
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IDENTIFIED NEEDS 

Research Building 

Capacity 
Policy Formulation Business Development Trade Facilitation 

 Lack of domestic 

capacity to conduct 
research and create 
forecasts on the  

impacts of trade 
policy decisions  

 

 Greater 
understanding of 

challenges and 
opportunities of 
ASEAN 

membership and 
implications of 
advent of AEC in 

2015 
 
 

 Greater awareness 

of WTO multilateral 
system and 
opportunities 

stemming from 
Timer-Leste’s 
observer status 

 

 Greater ability to 

take advantage of 
market access 
under GSP 

schemes and 
ability to engage 
with the Enhanced 

Integrated 
Framework 

 

 Improve 
presentation of 

trade statistics and 
increase 
robustness of data 

collection.  
 
 

 Review of business 

enabling 
environment 
including laws and 

bills pertinent to 
SMEs.  

 

 Mapping of key 
entrepreneurs. 

Review of the 
institutional 
framework for the 

promotion of 
entrepreneurship 

 

 Analysis of 
availability and 

adequacy of finance 
and related services 
for SMEs.  

 

 Review of 
regulatory and 

institutional 
framework on 
business incubators 

 

 Analysis of access 

to technology for 
SMEs and 
innovative business 

models  
 

 Analysis on 

capabilities and 
constraints of SMEs 

regarding market 
access 

 

 Understanding of 

existing 
procedures 
associated with 

import and export 
and identification 
of priorities for 

reform 
 

 Increasing 

awareness and 

building capacity 
for implementing 
simplified trade 

procedures, 
including through 
single window and 

paperless trade 
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From Needs to Capacity 

 

Following the distinctive features of ESCAP’s Trade and Investment Capacity 

Building Programme (that is, being demand-driven, individually tailored to a 

country’s needs, and broadly based), and following the initial assessment of 

needs, the programme for Timor-Leste has three major components: 

 

1. Research and Analysis  

 

(i) Supporting trade policymaking through locally produced research 

and analysis: high-quality trade policymaking requires analytical 

support for policy design and implementation, including the ability to 

conduct impact analyses and forecasts. At present there is no local 

capacity to provide such support to policymakers in the Government. 

The programme will introduce increasingly more advanced tools to a 

selected team of officials and researchers but will also provide initial 

analysis of Timor-Leste trade and investment opportunities done by an 

ESCAP team. 

(ii) Analysis of the business environment: effective support of the 

emerging SME sectors rests on an informed understanding of the 

current situation. This project would include, at a minimum, an analysis 

and assessment of the following six key areas:  

 Business enabling environment and infrastructure with a 

particular focus on laws and bills pertinent to SMEs  

 Entrepreneurship development including: analysis of the 

education system, mapping of key entrepreneurs, including 

female, youth and rural entrepreneurs and a review of the 

institutional framework for the promotion of entrepreneurship 
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 Access to finance and the financial services sector, examining 

the banking sector and its relationship with both public and 

private sector 

 Business development and the availability and quality of 

business incubators 

 Innovation and technology including analysis of access to 

technology for SMEs 

 Market access analysis on capabilities and constraints of SME 

regarding market access 

(iii) Trade process analysis: mapping of existing import and export 

procedures is the necessary first step in developing a concrete strategy for 

facilitating trade and designing new and improved procedures that will enable 

effective participation of a country in international production networks. Trade 

process analysis should be conducted as a participatory process to foster 

inter-agency and public-private sector collaboration. Estimates of time and 

cost resulting from the analysis can be used by the Government as a 

baseline to monitor and evaluate future progress in this area.  

 

2. Training and Technical Assistance 

 

(i) Evaluating the development impacts of trade and investment - 

workshops will cover developing an overview of costs and benefits from 

international transactions and the mobility of people and firms, including 

a brief review of existing channels for integration into global and regional 

economy and needs for improved trade facilitation. 

(ii) Understanding ASEAN and the status of least developed countries 

in AEC - training will provide detailed coverage of the terms of 

accession to ASEAN; the characteristics of AEC; the ASEAN Charter, 

and other areas of ASEAN integration. It will also cover maximizing the 



 

 

14 
  

use of preferences available through GSP schemes for least developed 

countries.  

(iii) Improving the trade, business and investment environment - A 

series of workshops will be organized to enhance the capacity of 

policymakers and business associations, including on conducting their 

own trade process analysis. Special attention will also be given towards 

SMEs in the manufacturing and service sectors, as this sector is likely to 

be transformed substantially over the coming years.  This is  under the 

anticipation that a number of foreign investors will look for new 

opportunities in Timor-Leste in these sectors. 

(iv) Fellowships and partnering - ESCAP will support the temporary 

placement of several Timor-Leste officials within ESCAP Trade and 

Investment Division where they will be exposed to the latest 

developments within trade policy and analysis. Additional placements 

will be arranged with the Thailand Ministry of Commerce. Moving in the 

other direction, several young ESCAP fellows will be dispatched to 

spend time in Government Ministries in Timor-Leste. 

 

3. Advisory Services:  

 

(i) Strengthening capacity to participate in the EIF programme: while 

alternative sources of development financing are available, participation 

in EIF brings additional benefits in terms of learning from other countries 

in the group, building alliances, and mainstreaming trade and investment 

in development strategy, thereby fostering a longer-term policy 

perspective. From the developments so far, there is a need for TA and 

advisory services in this area. Advisory services related to becoming an 

Observer at the WTO will also be required.   
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(ii) Developing the regulatory and policy framework for SME 

development: based on the outcomes of research on the business 

environment, ESCAP will provide advisory services with specific 

components which focus on SME (and related industry) laws, the 

regulatory framework for SME development and policies pertinent to 

SME development in Timor-Leste as well as the associated industrial 

development plan. 

Expected Results 

 

The programme is expected to result in increased capacity of policymakers, 

institutions, and businesses and individuals, to benefit fully from trade, investment 

and regional integration. It will also deliver the following specific results: 

 

 Enhanced ability of trade and investment officials in Timor-Leste to 

undertake research and analysis on trade policy issues, including 

assessment of  impacts of trade policy decisions 

 Timor-Leste able to take advantage of opportunities available within the 

global trading system including GSP and EIF 

 Raised awareness of the opportunities and challenges arising from 

integration into  the ASEAN market, advent of the ASEAN Economic 

Community in 2015,  and developed institutional capacity to integrate 

 Provision of analysis and development of on evidence base on trade, 

business environment and regulation, especially for SMEs  

 

  



 

 

16 
  

Capacity Building through ESCAP Regional Activities 
 

ESCAP runs a number of regional platforms to facilitate growth in trade and 

investment flows by helping build openness and transparency in trade. Thus, in 

addition to in-country activities, ESCAP also encourages and facilitates the 

participation of least developed countries and landlocked developing countries 

participants in our regional capacity building workshops, seminars, conferences 

and other events. Key initiatives include: 

 

 Asia-Pacific Business Forum (APBF). APBF provides platform for 

region-wide public-private sector dialogue, and facilitates opportunities 

for cooperation and partnerships among stakeholders. The Forum 

brings together governments, business leaders, academia, civil society 

and other stakeholders to share good practices in the area of economic 

integration with a particular focus on realizing the ASEAN Economic 

Community in 2015. 

 Asia-Pacific Research and Training Network on Trade (ARTNeT). 

ARTNeT is an open regional network of leading trade research 

institutions across the UNESCAP region. ARTNeT works to increase 

the quality and amount of relevant trade research in the region by 

harnessing the research capacity already available and developing 

additional capabilities. 

 WTO/ESCAP Capacity Building Workshops. In collaboration with the 

WTO, ESCAP runs a well-established series of regional capacity 

building events for trade policy makers and researchers focused on 

imparting critical tools for trade policy analysis. 

 Asia-Pacific Trade Facilitation Forum (APTFF). APTFF has become 

the main annual open regional platform to exchange information, 

experiences and practices for trade facilitation in the Asia-Pacific, 

identify priority areas for regional cooperation and integration, and learn 
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about new tools and services which can increase the efficiency of cross-

border transactions. 

 United Nations Network of Experts for Paperless Trade in Asia and 

the Pacific (UNNExT). UNNExT is a community of knowledge and 

practice for experts from developing countries and transition economies 

from Asia and the Pacific involved in the implementation of electronic 

trade systems and trade facilitation. 

ESCAP has an active programme of capacity building under these initiatives, in 

addition to other free-standing events.  As well as directly imparting knowledge 

and skills, these events enable participants to meet and exchange experiences 

with other policy makers and stakeholders who face similar challenges.  

 

Recent events in which least developed countries members of ESCAP took part 

are given below; future participation of officials in regional events, including the 

third Asia Pacific Trade and Investment Week is being pursued. 

 

Focus Area Recent Activities with least developed 
country participation 

Trade Facilitation  Asia-Pacific Trade Facilitation Forum, 
Beijing, September, 2013 

 UNNExT Masterclass on Single Window 
and Paperless Trade Implementation, 
October 2013 

Trade Policy and Research  ARTNeT Seminar on Future Research 
Agenda for Trade Facilitation and 
Inclusive Growth, Beijing, September 
2013 

 WTO/ESCAP Ninth ARTNeT Capacity 
Building Workshop for Trade Research, 
June, 2013 

Business Development  Asia-Pacific Business Forum, Kuala 
Lumpur, October, 2012 

 

http://www.unescap.org/tid/artnet/mtg/cbtr9.asp
http://www.unescap.org/tid/artnet/mtg/cbtr9.asp
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NEXT STEPS: PLANNED PROGRAMME OF ACTIVITIES 
 
 
 

2013 2014 2015 

 Mapping of institutions and 
government officials with 

responsibilities in trade, 
trade facilitation and 
investment, as well as their 

skill levels and capacity 
gaps. 

 

 Provision of training 
workshops organized in Dili 

for relevant government 
officials, analysts and other 
stakeholders focusing on: 
(i) understanding ASEAN 

and the status of least 
developed countries in 
AEC; and (ii) maximizing 

the use of preferences 
available through GSP 
schemes for least 

developed countries 
 

 Participation of Timor-Leste  

officials in regional training: 
two officers to participate in 

the Trade and Environment 
workshop in Bogor, 
September 2013   

 

 Technical assistance on 

aspects of SME 
development   

 

 Placement of selected 
officials in ESCAP Trade 
and Investment Division for 

up to 6 weeks 
 

 Placements of Young 
ESCAP Fellows and 

consultants to work with 
local teams on 
implementation of 

initiatives applying newly 
gained skills and 
knowledge. 

 

 Participation of Timor-Leste  

officials in regional 
trainings of ESCAP and 
ARTNeT outside Timor-
Leste, including a work visit 

(1 week) in the Ministry of 
Commerce Thailand (under 
MOU with ESCAP and ITD) 

and possibly with other 
relevant entities in ASEAN 
or least developed 

countries in the region. 
 

 Follow up training 

workshops on different 
aspects of trade policy and 

research  
 

 Technical assistance on 

aspects of SME 
development  

 

 Provision of reports based 

on research and analysis 
on key identified areas of 
business development 

 Placements of Young 
ESCAP Fellows and 

consultants  
 

 Placement of selected 

officials in ESCAP Trade 
and Investment Division  

 

 Participation in regional 
trainings of ESCAP and 

ARTNeT outside Timor-
Leste, including a work visit 
(1 week) in the Ministry of 

Commerce Thailand  
 

 Advisory services related to 

becoming an Observer at 
the WTO 

 

 Technical assistance and 

advisory services on 
strengthening capacity to 
participate in the EIF 

programme.  
 

 Follow up training 

workshops on different 
aspects of trade policy and 
research  

 

 Technical assistance on 

aspects of SME 
development  

 

 Follow up and advisory 
work based on research 

and analysis on key 
identified areas of business 
development 
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Further Options for Future Capacity Building 
 

ESCAP’s capacity development work will continue to support Timor-Leste meet 

its most urgent needs, in close collaboration with our partner institutions. ESCAP 

is also seeking additional outside funding to broaden our potential activities and 

increase impacts. Further commitments of resources would allow us to: 

 

a) Create a ‘Train the Trainers’ institute within the government - To 

build the skills and expertise for successful trade policy making, Timor-

Leste  will require ongoing human resource development. Following the 

successful model in Myanmar, ESCAP proposes to create an institute of 

trade ‘trainers’ within government which can continuously promote and 

disseminate knowledge – training the next generation of experts. 

b) Develop a curriculum for high-level education - A specially tailored 

curriculum for senior leaders would provide materials on the global and 

regional trading systems specifically developed for Timor-Leste. This 

would cover both practical information on trade and economic integration 

policies and also skills development, for instance on trade negotiations. 

c) Expand access to trade - APTA is the oldest regional trade 

agreement in the Asian region. The APTA Secretariat (ESCAP) plans 

to collaborate with PICTA (the Pacific Island Countries Trade Agreement) 

on extending APTA membership to interested PICTA member countries. 

Timor-Leste  may benefit from accession to PICTA (or APTA). 

d) Develop brands using green labels - Capitalizing on increasing 

demand for products produced in environmentally sensitive ways, green 

labels can increase the brand value of agricultural and other export 

products and provide better returns for producers. This project would 

support the government of Timor-Leste r introduce policies for green 

labels, with a particular emphasis on securing benefits for SMEs.  
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e) Undertake a Business Process Analysis (BPA) for coffee export - 

Many costs and barriers can prevent industries meeting their full export 

potential. Coffee is an important crop for Timor-Leste but there is scope 

for further development. A BPA study of the coffee export process would 

help identify costs and bottlenecks throughout the process and produce 

recommendations for change.  
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BRIDGING THE GAP  
Trade and Investment Capacity Building for 

Least Developed and Landlocked Developing 

Countries in Asia and the Pacific  

 
Bridging the Gap is a new publication series produced by the Trade 

and Investment Division of ESCAP that disseminates information 

about our capacity development activities in least developed and 

landlocked developing countries.  The series showcases how we 

work together with our Member States towards establishing 

favorable conditions for inclusive and sustainable trade and 

investment. The series offers valuable information for governments of 

member states and regional and international development 

partners. 

 

No 3. TIMOR-LESTE 
 
Chapter 1: Introduction to the capacity building programme 

Chapter 2: 2013-2015 trade and investment capacity building programme 
for Timor-Leste 

Chapter 3: Next steps 
 

 

For further information please contact: 

Dr. Ravi Ratnayake 

Director 

Trade and Investment Division 

UNESCAP 

Rajadamnern Nok Avenue 

Bangkok 10200, Thailand 

Tel: (66-2) 288-1902 

Fax: (66-2) 288-1027, 288-3066 

Email: escap-tid@un.org 

 




