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Abstract 
 
 
 
This paper provides an evaluation of the social 
and economic impacts of the COVID-19 
pandemic on least developed countries (LDCs) in 
Asia and the Pacific. Drawing on analysis and 
estimates from various regional and national 
sources, this paper finds that these impacts are 
large relative to the number of COVID-19 cases 
for several reasons. First, the size of stimulus 
packages to cushion the economic impacts of the 
pandemic was significantly smaller than other 
developing countries. Second, their undiversified 
export baskets suffered from disruptions in 
regional and global supply chains and in tourism-
related activities. Third, due to the presence of 
large informal sector and the lack of social 
protection, job losses have directly translated into 
income losses. All these factors are further 
compounded by bleak external conditions 
surrounding official development assistance 
(ODA), foreign direct investment (FDI) and 
remittances.  
 
Accordingly, the paper argues that the COVID-19 
pandemic has dimmed prospects of Asia-Pacific 

LDCs to realize the Sustainable Development 
Goals (SDGs) by 2030. In addition, while the 
pandemic will not significantly delay their 
graduation from the LDC category, preparations 
for graduation must acquire a much more holistic 
focus on sustainability.  
 
Looking forward, the paper suggests Asia-Pacific 
LDCs reassess their development strategies to 
accelerate progress towards achieving SDGs 
and to ensure smooth graduation and transition 
through the following broad sets of actions: (a) 
scaling up mitigation and recovery programmes 
and relief measures; (b) building productive 
capacities and promoting economic 
diversification to fundamentally addressing 
multidimensional poverty in the long run; (c) 
investing in healthcare and social protection 
systems, including through the use of digital 
technologies; and (d) negotiating with their key 
trading partners and multilateral financial 
institutions to deepen and extend existing 
preferential provisions to facilitate graduation and 
smooth transition. 

 
 
 
 
Keywords: least developed countries, Istanbul Programme of Action, COVID-19. 
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Introduction 
 
 
 
The effects of the COVID-19 pandemic on the 
global economy have resulted in the most severe 
economic and social crisis since the Great 
Depression. Although the incidence of cases and 
mortality due to the pandemic has been relatively 
limited among the Asia-Pacific least developed 
countries (LDCs)1, with most of the Pacific LDCs 
being almost virus-free, these countries have 
suffered significant economic and social 
consequences. Years of development gains may 
have been lost and their prospects for smooth 
graduation from the LDC category as well as 
realizing the Sustainable Development Goals are 
less likely. In fact, the COVID-19 pandemic has 
complicated the development challenges faced 
by the Asia-Pacific LDCs, exposed policy and 
capacity gaps, and introduced a new set of 
challenges.  
 
As the virus became a global pandemic, the 
effects of it began to weigh on Asia-Pacific LDCs 
through multiple channels, resulting in, for 
example, reductions in economic growth, loss in 
productive capacity, widespread unemployment, 
sharp contractions in international trade, slowing 
in the flow of external development resources, 
and almost a complete halt in travel and tourism. 
The countries have struggled on multiple fronts to 
cope with these adverse impacts. Within Asia-
Pacific LDCs, the most vulnerable groups appear 
to have been hit the hardest, widening existing 
gaps and economic and social disparities. New 
uncertainties have also been added to the 
preparations for graduation and effort aimed at 
achieving the Sustainable Development Goals. 
The COVID-19 pandemic is an unprecedented 
shock to human development (UNDP, 2020). 
 
This paper evaluates the impacts of the 
pandemic on the Asia-Pacific LDCs and identifies 
the corresponding key challenges and policy 
gaps that these countries face. The paper uses 
existing data and draws upon ongoing research 
of ESCAP, including the ESCAP Framework on 
Socio-Economic Response to CPVOD-19 and 
findings by other international Organizations as 

 
1 Asia-Pacific LDCs are Afghanistan, Bangladesh, Bhutan, Cambodia, Kiribati, the Lao People’s Democratic Republic, 
Myanmar, Nepal, Solomon Islands, Timor-Leste, and Tuvalu. While Vanuatu graduated from the LDC group in December 2020, 
the paper covers Vanuatu as an LDC because it was still an LDC when the pandemic started in early 2020. 

well as various country reports that have been 
undertaken to assess the impacts of the COVID-
19 pandemic. This limited evaluation makes it 
clear that the pandemic has impacted the Asia-
Pacific LDCs in multiple ways, exposing serious 
policy gaps and lack of resilience to external 
shocks. It highlights how the pandemic has 
further complicated the development challenges 
faced by the Asia-Pacific LDCs in terms of 
economic growth, social progress, and climate 
change consequences, each of which has a 
direct bearing on their graduation efforts and 
transition process and achieving the SDGs.  
 
The rest of the paper is divided into four sections. 
Section 1 analyses the immediate and near-term 
economic impacts of the pandemic with a focus 
on LDCs’ initial conditions, growth, governments’ 
fiscal space, jobs and incomes, food security, 
productive capacity, external trade, mobilization 
of external development resources, and travel 
and tourism. Section 2 looks at the immediate 
and near-term social impacts on poverty and 
inequality, access to health, education, safe 
drinking water and sanitation services with a 
special focus on the poor and vulnerable groups. 
Section 3 critically explores the impacts on LDCs’ 
prospects for graduation and their ability to 
achieve the SDGs by 2030, a set of development 
objectives which are of medium to long term in 
nature. Section 4 provides lessons learned and 
policy priorities for the next Programme of Action 
for LDCs. The paper ends with some concluding 
remarks. 
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1. Widespread economic 
disruptions exposed and 
exacerbated vulnerabilities 
 
 
 

1.1 Weak initial conditions have made 
LDCs highly vulnerable to the COVID-
19 pandemic 

 
Asia-Pacific LDCs remain less resilient in coping 
with internal and external shocks. This has been 
demonstrated time and again during the 2007-
2009 financial crisis, the Sidr cyclone that hit 
Bangladesh in 2007, the Nargis cyclone that hit 
Myanmar in 2008, the commodity price shocks of 
2014-2015, the earthquake in Nepal in 2015, and 
the conflict that has haunted Afghanistan for 
decades.  Pacific LDCs have also suffered from 
frequent natural disasters and international 
financial and economic crises. Each of these 
crises inflicted significant economic and social 
costs on the LDCs and set their progress back for 
years. Their economic fundamentals and social 
foundations have remained less resilient and 
vulnerable to crises.  Consequently, they were 
least prepared when a pandemic with the 
magnitude of COVID-19 hit them.    
 
Table 1 shows Asia-Pacific LDCs’ weak 
economic foundations and fragile social and 
physical infrastructure, which have made them 
less resilient to deal with such a crisis as the 
COVID-19 pandemic. Per capita gross national 
income (GNI) ranged from $530 in Afghanistan to 
$5,620 in Tuvalu in 2019. Although the Asia-
Pacific LDCs have been successful in reducing 
income poverty as a percentage of total 
population, poverty headcount ratios are still 
high, particularly in the countries with large 
populations. Moreover, available data for nine 
LDCs indicate that government expenditure on 
education as a percentage of GDP is low; the 
weighted average of only 1.9 per cent, 
significantly below the average of other Asia-
Pacific developing countries (3.8 per cent). 
Similarly, current health expenditure as a 
percentage of GDP is among the lowest in the 
region with a weighted average of 0.6 per cent 

compared to a weighted average of 2.7 per cent 
for other Asia-Pacific developing countries. The 
number of physicians per 1,000 people was less 
than one in all Asia-Pacific LDCs over 2013-
2018. Internet use as a percentage of population, 
although increasing, remains low in most of the 
LDCs, indicating a widening digital gap within the 
LDCs as well as across other countries of the 
region, which has seriously affected their 
resilience and capacity to withstand the adverse 
impacts of the pandemic.  
 
Due to weak initial conditions and lack of 
resilience to external shocks, the pandemic has 
impacted the LDCs in multifaceted ways and 
raised concerns about their preparations for 
graduation from their LDC status on time and 
make any meaningful progress in achieving the 
SDGs. The poor state of their preparedness and 
weak resilience to face a crisis such as COVID-
19 is also illustrated by their slow economic 
transformation, undiversified economic 
structures, large informal sectors, incomplete 
markets, chronic shortage of development 
financial resources, underdeveloped human 
resources, inadequate social protection, weak 
institutions, and insufficient progress in achieving 
SDGs (Razzaque and Tateno, 2021). In fact, it is 
quite possible that COVID-19 has been highly 
regressive with many of the development gains 
made during the last decade lost or reversed. 
Consequently, the pandemic has seriously 
disrupted their progress and exposed them to 
multiple shocks and adverse impacts.    
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Table 1. Selected indicators of initial socioeconomic conditions of Asia-Pacific LDCs 

 
Sources: Authors’ calculation based on data from World Bank, World Development Indicators database (databank.worldbank.org/source/world-development-indicators (accessed 1 
February 2021)); WHO/UNICEF Joint Monitoring Programme (data.unicef.org (accessed 25 February 2021)); ILO, World Social Protection Data Dashboards (www.social-
protection.org/gimi/WSPDB.action?id=32 (accessed 24 March 2021)); International Telecommunication Union (ITU), World Telecommunication/ICT Indicators Database 
(www.itu.int/pub/D-IND-WTID.OL-2020 (accessed 18 March 2021)); and estimates from World Bank, PovcalNet database (iresearch.worldbank.org/PovcalNet/home.aspx (accessed 1 
February 2021)).  
Notes: Data reported are for years indicated in respective data labels or for latest available years. Aggregate (population-weighted) values are reported for country groups. The Atlas 
method, a method used by the World Bank to estimate GNI, smoothens exchange rate fluctuations by using a three-year moving average. For more details, see 
datahelpdesk.worldbank.org/knowledgebase/articles/378832-what-is-the-world-bank-atlas-method. PPP stands for purchasing power parity.  

  

Education 
(2019)

Social 
protection 

(2018)
Health 
(2018)

Internet  
(2019)

Safely 
managed 
drinking 

water (2017)

Basic 
sanitation 

(2018)
Electricity 

(2018)

Atlas 
method, 

current US$

Estimates, 
percentage 

of 
population, 
$3.20-a-day 
poverty line, 

PPP
Percentage 

of GDP

Percentage 
of GDP, 

excluding 
health

Percentage 
of GDP, 
current 

expenditure
Per 1 000 

people

Proportion of 
individuals 
using the 
Internet 

Percentage 
of population

Percentage 
of population

Percentage 
of population

Afghanistan  530              … 4.1                1.8                0.5                0.3 11.4              … 43.4              98.7              

Bangladesh 1 940            40.5              1.3                0.7                0.4                0.6 12.9              55.4              48.2              85.2              

Bhutan 3 140            7.9                6.9                1.0                2.4                0.4 41.8              36.2              69.3              100.0            

Cambodia 1 530            … 2.2                0.9                1.3                0.2 40.5              25.8              59.2              91.6              

Kiribati 3 350            31.4              10.8              9.3                0.2 14.6              … 47.8              100.0            

Lao PDR 2 570            36.0              2.9                0.7                0.9                0.4 25.5              16.1              74.5              97.9              

Myanmar 1 390            16.0              1.9                0.8                0.7                0.7 23.6              … 64.3              66.3              

Nepal 1 090            33.6              5.1                2.1                1.5                0.7 21.4              27.2              62.1              93.9              

Solomon Islands 2 390            57.6              … 0.7                3.5                0.2 11.9              … 33.5              66.7              

Timor-Leste 2 020            70.2              6.8                8.0                2.6                0.7 27.5              … 53.5              85.6              

Tuvalu 5 620            10.3              … … 15.2              … 49.3              … 84.1              100.0            

Vanuatu 3 210            41.0              4.5                1.7                2.1                0.2 25.7              44.1              34.1              62.8              

Asia-Pacific LDCs 1 592            34.5              1.9                0.9                0.6                0.5                17.3              48.1              53.0              84.9              

Other developing countries of 
Asia and the Pacific

6 378            4.0                6.3                2.7                1.5                43.0              61.6              75.3              96.2              

Access to:

Number of 
physicians   

(2018) 

Country

GNI per 
capita 
(2019)

Poverty rate 
(2018)

Government expenditure on:
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1.2 Collapse of economic growth  
 
Asia-Pacific LDCs, as a group, have suffered 
multiple supply and demand shocks, on the back 
of the collapse in the global economic growth 
caused by the pandemic. Most households 
suffered significant reductions in their incomes. 
Business sentiments plunged with adverse 
impacts on investment in plant and machinery. 
As economic growth and investments in social 
development remain the main engines of LDCs’ 
progress towards graduation from their LDC 
status and achieving the SDGs, the slow-down in 
growth will further diminish their prospects for 
meeting their development objectives.  
 
Global growth is estimated at -3.3 per cent in 
2020, slightly better than the projection in 
October 2020 (IMF, 2021b). It is projected to 
grow by 6.0 per cent in 2021, depending on the 
severity of the COVID-19 pandemic and policy 
responses. Global output is estimated to have 
fallen by some $8.5 trillion in 2020 and 2021 
(United Nations, 2020b). 
 
The Asia-Pacific LDCs, as a group, have also 
suffered steep declines in their growth 
performance (see table 2). Before the pandemic, 
their economies were expanding at a weighted 
average rate of 7.2 per cent in 2019. The growth 
rate has since been estimated to have declined 
to 3.0 per cent in 2020, representing a significant 
loss in their growth momentum. In comparison, 
estimates indicate that the growth performance of 
all developing countries in the region is likely to 
have fallen from a weighted average of 4.2 per 
cent in 2019 to an estimated rate of -1.0 per cent 
in 2020, indicating that the impacts on economic 
growth are equally large for LDCs and other 
developing countries. It should be noted that this 
decline is steep even though the number of 
COVID-19 cases reported in LDCs had been 
relatively low (see section 2.2(a) for more 
information on the number of reported cases). 
 
At the country level, Bangladesh which grew at 
8.2 per cent in 2019 is projected to grow at 5.2 
per cent in 2020. Similarly, Bhutan which grew at 
5.3 per cent in 2019 is projected to grow at 0.4 
per cent. Tuvalu which grew at a healthy rate of 
6.3 per cent in 2019 is projected to grow at 0.8 
per cent in 2020. A steeper decline is projected 
for Vanuatu which will possibly see its growth 
plunge to -9.8 per cent in 2020 from 2.8 per cent 
in 2019.  
 

Global economic growth is expected to rebound 
in 2021, assuming the pandemic is brought under 
control. For Asia-Pacific LDCs, there is a risk that 
pre-pandemic growth levels will not be reached 
anytime soon due to the pandemic’s severe 
impact on their growth momentum. These 
countries’ undiversified economic base and 
fragile resilience are factors that will impede their 
growth potential.  
 
Stable economic growth and slow and limited 
economic transformation in terms of shifts in 
sectoral shares of GDP achieved by several 
Asia-Pacific LDCs during the last decade have 
been put to serious test. Some of these countries, 
such as Bangladesh, Bhutan, Cambodia and 
Myanmar, were on the verge of achieving some 
limited but encouraging structural transformation 
as the share of agriculture in GDP was beginning 
to fall. However, the pandemic has contributed a 
new uncertainty to this transformation. A good 
part of their economic base in terms of output, 
income and employment has been lost and it will 
take a significantly long time, if at all, for these 
countries to recover and return to their pre-
COVID-19 growth trajectory.  
 
Asia-Pacific LDCs responded with a series of 
fiscal and monetary measures to cushion the 

Table 2. Gross domestic product: Growth 
rates in Asia-Pacific LDCs 

 
Sources: ESCAP (2021b) and ESCAP Asia-Pacific SDG 
Gateway (data.unescap.org/ (accessed 10 March 2021)).  
Note: Weighted averages are reported for country groups.  
 

Country 2018 2019 2020

Afghanistan -1.7 3.0 -3.8

Bangladesh 7.9 8.2 5.2

Bhutan 5.8 5.3 0.4

Cambodia 7.5 7.1 -1.4

Kiribati 2.3 2.4 0.6

Lao PDR 6.2 4.7 -0.6

Myanmar 6.2 6.9 1.8

Nepal 6.7 7.0 2.3

Solomon Islands 3.9 1.2 -5.6

Timor-Leste 2.8 3.1 -6.8

Tuvalu 7.0 6.3 0.8

Vanuatu 3.2 2.8 -9.8

Asia-Pacific LDCs 6.7 7.2 3.0

Asia-Pacific 
developing countries

5.3 4.2 -1.0
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economic impacts of the pandemic. They have 
allotted 1.7 per cent of their aggregate GDP to 
stimulus packages since the onset of the 
pandemic until December 2020 (see figure 1). 
This, however, is significantly lower than the 
average of 6.6 per cent of GDP for all developing 
countries in the region, an indication of their 
limited fiscal space to respond to the crisis.  
 
Vanuatu has launched a stimulus package of 4.4 
billion vatu (VT) ($40.6 million), targeting 
education, employment, and businesses and 
reduced the policy rate by 65 basis points from 
2.9 per cent to 2.25 per cent. 2  Tuvalu has 
introduced a package of 10.5 million Australian 
dollars ($A) ($7.6 million), targeting mainly 
health, social assistance, and the private sector. 
Timor-Leste declared a state of emergency on 28 
March 2020 and introduced a stimulus package 
of $150 million. The stimulus package of 
Solomon Islands amounted to 319 million 
Solomon Islands dollars (SI$) ($40 million), and 
covered the provision of social assistance to 

households, payroll support, capital grants to 
businesses, and fast-tracking planned 
infrastructure investment. The Central Bank of 

 
2 The information on the size of stimulus packages is extracted from ESCAP, Policy Responses to COVID-19 in Asia and the 
Pacific (unescap.org/covid19/policy-responses (accessed 7 November 2020)), and IMF, policy responses to COVID-19 
(www.imf.org/en/Topics/imf-and-covid19/Policy-Responses-to-COVID-19 (accessed 28 February 2021)). 

Solomon Islands also reduced the cash reserve 
requirements to inject liquidity support.  
 
Nepal launched a refinance fund of 60 million 
Nepalese rupee (Nr) ($500,000) and made 
contributions to the COVID-19 Relief Fund tax 
free. Nepal Rastra Bank lowered its cash reserve 
ratio to 3 per cent from 4 per cent and cut the 
minimum lending rate from 6 to 5 per cent. 
Myanmar formulated the COVID-19 Economic 
Relief Plan, containing seven goals, 10 
strategies, 36 action plans and 76 actions, as part 
of its emergency fiscal and monetary response. It 
launched an initial stimulus package of 100 billion 
Myanmar kyats (K) ($70 million) and announced 
tax relief for businesses. The Government also 
drafted the Myanmar Economic Resilience and 
Reform Plan to extend its recovery and relief 
efforts.  
 
The Lao People’s Democratic Republic launched 
an initial package of about $11 million to target 
prevention and control of the pandemic. 

Cambodia put aside between 
$800 million to $2 billion in the 
forms of tax breaks, delayed 
tax payments and support 
measure for the business 
sector. Bhutan allocated 30 
billion Bhutan ngultrum (Nu) 
($408 million) and declared its 
intention to formulate plans to 
fast-track implementation of its 
twelfth Five Year Plan with a 
focus on tourism, agriculture, 
and infrastructure.  
 
Bangladesh introduced an 
initial emergency health 
investment package of $30 
million, followed by a series of 
relief measures totalling 1.03 
trillion Bangladesh taka ($12 
billion). Bangladesh took 
specific measures to tackle the 
COVID-19 pandemic, 
including extending health 
insurance and life insurance, 
and cash incentives to its 
frontline workers, and the 

recruitment of more doctors and nurses. It has 
also provided cash aid to five million households 

Figure 1. Stimulus packages as a percentage of GDP, 2020  

 
Sources: Authors’ calculation based on Lee (2020); and data from IMF, Database of 
Fiscal Monitor Database of Country, Fiscal measures in response to the COVID-19 
pandemic (www.imf.org/en/Topics/imf-and-covid19/Fiscal-Policies-Database-in-
Response-to-COVID-19 (accessed 1 February 2021)). 
Notes: Figures are preliminary estimates of the International Monetary Fund (IMF) as 
of December 2020 and may differ from the size of the stimulus packages reported in 
national statistics. These estimates focus on government discretionary measures that 
supplement existing automatic stabilizers. GDP-weighted averages are reported for 
country groups.  
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to enhance agricultural production and curb 
supply chain disruptions (ESCAP, 2021c).  
 
Afghanistan extended tax filing deadlines, 
strengthened monitoring of early signs of liquidity 
stress, and suspended the administrative 
penalties and fees of the Da Afghanistan Bank 
and froze loan classifications.  
 
Although no definitive information is available 
from Asia-Pacific LDCs, lack of effective targeting 
of stimulus packages and weak institutional 
capacity may have constrained the impacts of 
these measures, particularly in alleviating the 
sufferings of the poor, laid-off workers, and other 
vulnerable groups, such as women, young 
people, the elderly and persons living with 
disabilities. A World Bank phone survey suggests 
that public social assistance in the early months 
of the COVID-19 pandemic were highly 
inadequate in most countries, with the number of 
surveyed households that benefited from the 
assistance ranging from 70 per cent in Indonesia 
and Mongolia to an overall average of only 20 per 
cent (Sánchez-Páramo and Narayan, 2020). As 
per ESCAP estimates (ESCAP, 2020c), 
Bangladesh and Bhutan require stimulus 
packages of 11 and 9 per cent of their respective 
GDPs to mitigate the socioeconomic impacts of 
the pandemic.  
 
These stimulus packages, though small 
compared to the packages offered by other 
developing countries, may put additional 

 
3 IMF, Policy responses to COVID-19 (www.imf.org/en/Topics/imf-and-covid19/Policy-Responses-to-COVID-19 (accessed 28 
February2021)).  

pressure on the already weak fiscal balance of 
the Asia-Pacific LDCs. Tax revenue as a 
percentage of GDP in these countries is 
generally low (Razzaque and Tateno, 2021). It is 
feared that government deficits as a percentage 
of GDP are estimated to have increased 
significantly in 2020 in the Asia-Pacific LDCs, 
except for Cambodia and Timor-Leste (see figure 
2). Debt relief support extended by IMF to 
Afghanistan, Nepal and Solomon Islands 
underscores the seriousness of government 
budget deficits in these countries. Bangladesh 
has decided to hold 25 per cent of its budgetary 
allocation for development projects and has 
sought budget support from donors.3 Reduction 
in growth, widespread business closures and 
growing unemployment are feared to have put 
additional pressure on governments’ fiscal 
space. Trade disruptions have also put an 
additional pressure on government revenue as 
duties and surcharges, which constitute an 
important source of government revenue, have 
declined.  
 
Some positive news for Asia-Pacific LDCs is the 
extension of funding and other types of support 
from development partners, including United 
Nations organizations and specialized agencies, 
multilateral financial institutions, bilateral 
agencies and regional organizations, to 
implement these stimulus packages and cushion 
the economic and social impacts (see section 
1.6(a) for details).  
 

Figure 2. Government deficit as a percentage of GDP 

Source: Authors’ calculation based on data from IMF World Economic Outlook Database, October 2020 
(www.imf.org/en/Publications/WEO/weo-database/2020/October (accessed 1 February 2021)).  
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1.3 Widespread job losses and 
sharp fall in incomes 

 
There is considerable evidence to 
suggest that large number of workers 
particularly in the informal sector and the 
gig economy have become unemployed, 
with many of them forced to migrate from 
urban centres to rural areas. ILO (2020) 
estimates that globally working hours lost 
in the second quarter of 2020 relative to 
the fourth quarter of 2019 was equivalent 
to some 400 million full-time jobs, some 
17.3 per cent of world’s total working-
hours (see figure 3). 
 
For Asia-Pacific LDCs, 11.9 per cent of 
the total working hours was estimated to 
have been lost due to the pandemic in 
2020, with populous countries, such as 
Bangladesh, Myanmar and Nepal, being the 
most affected (see figure 4). This is equivalent to 
full-time job losses of 17.7 million in the Asia-
Pacific LDCs. Given the limited size of the 
stimulus packages introduced by these countries 
and multiple waves of infections and economic 
shutdowns, it is unlikely that labour market 
conditions will return to pre-pandemic levels in 
2021.4  
 
As COVID-19 spread rapidly in the Asia-Pacific 
LDCs, one of the first measures 
adopted by the governments was 
to lockdown their economies and 
impose restrictions on 
movements of goods and 
people. These measures have 
caused widespread job losses, 
particularly in the services sector 
such as tourism, civil aviation, 
retail, and hospitality industry. 
Agricultural jobs were also lost 
following the restrictions on 
mobility. ILO estimates that more 
than 80 per cent of all workers in 
the region’s LDCs encountered 
some form of workplace closure 
by 30 July 2020 (Parisotto and 
Elsheikhi, 2020). Consequently, 
unemployment rates, which had 
remained almost constant since 
2010, increased in 2020 in many 
of them (see figure 5).  

 
4 The International Labour Organization estimates that, for the Asia-Pacific region, the total working hours in 2021 would still be 
below (2.1 per cent lower than) the pre-pandemic level in the fourth quarter of 2019 (ILO, 2021).  

 
In the Asia-Pacific LDCs, as noted before, the 
most vulnerable to economic shocks are the 
workers in the informal sector who, on average, 
constituted more than 80 per cent of total 
workforce. In Bangladesh and Cambodia, 
informal employment reportedly accounts for 
more than 90 per cent of the labour force (see 
figure 6). Many of these workers are engaged in 
very fragile and seasonal employment, such as 
petty trading, construction work and on-farm 
agricultural activities. 
 

Figure 4.  Working-hour losses in Asia-Pacific LDCs in 2020  

Source: Authors’ calculation based on data from ILO Stat (ilostat.ilo.org/data/ 
(accessed 25 March 2021)).  
Notes: Percentage changes in working hours relative to the fourth quarter of 2019 
are reported. 
 

Figure 3.  Global working-hour losses in 2020  

Source: ILO (2020).  
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The absence of a robust social protection system 
in the Asia-Pacific LDCs has aggravated the 
adverse impacts of job losses resulting from the 
pandemic. Proportion of unemployed population 
covered by social protection is non-existent in 
most of the LDCs (see figure 7) as most of the 
people work in the informal sector.  Even in the 
formal sector of the economy, social protection is 
limited to pension benefits and provident funds 
for those employed in that sector. That too is not 
universal. Proportion of unemployed population 
covered by social protection in the Asia-Pacific 
region is only 15.3 per cent - itself a low level of 
coverage. As the pandemic hit the Asia-Pacific 
LDCs, vast number of unemployed found 
themselves without any social protection, 
pushing many into abject poverty. Government 
social protection expenditure as a percentage of 
GDP was only 0.9 per cent in the Asia-Pacific 
LDCs in 2018 whereas other Asia-Pacific 
developing countries on average spend 6.3 per 
cent (see table 1 in section 1.1). Only Kiribati had 
a double-digit level with 10.8 per cent.  
 
Several LDCs have tried to cushion the adverse 
impacts on falling employment and income. 
Bangladesh has offered temporary interest free 
loans to protect employment and pay wages and 
allowances for businesses that export 80 per cent 
of their products. Bangladesh Bank has launched 
a refinance facility amounting to BDT80 million to 
low-income groups, farmers, marginal groups, 
and small businesses to protect employment and 
income. Cambodia introduced a scheme under 
which a 60 per cent wage support would be 

provided to furloughed workers and another 20 
per cent of Cambodia’s minimum wage would be 
paid to laid-off workers in the hospitality industry. 
Nepal introduced social assistance measures to 
partially compensate those workers in the 
informal sector who lost their jobs and wages and 
announced a programme to provide employment 
in public-works projects for informal sector 
workers who lost their jobs due to the crisis. 
Solomon Islands introduced employment support 
schemes for women and youth as part of its 
economic stimulus package. Timor-Leste 
announced cash transfer programme for 214, 
000 households, amounting to $100 per month 
per household. It also introduced wage subsidies 
(60 per cent of the wage cost) for 30,000 
employees in the formal sector and waived utility 
bills for low-income households. Vanuatu 
introduced an employment stability payments 
system under which each employee could 
receive monthly subsidy of VUV 30,000 from 
his/her employer for four months.   
 
 

1.4 Productive capacity in nascent 
manufacturing and small business 
confronted with fresh turmoil 

 
The COVID-19 pandemic has seriously affected 
the manufacturing capacity of the region’s LDCs, 
particularly those segments that relied heavily on 
exports and foreign direct investments for growth 
and employment. Although quite limited, several 
LDCs, including Bangladesh, Cambodia, Lao 
PDR, and Myanmar have acquired some 

Figure 5.  Unemployment rate, 2010–2020 

 
Source: World Bank, World Development Indicators database. (databank.worldbank.org/source/world-development-
indicators (accessed 22 March 2021)). 
Notes: Data are the modelled estimates by ILO.  
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manufacturing capacity. Bangladesh was 
gradually diversifying its manufacturing base 
away from ready-made garments and made 
some in roads into manufacture and exports of 
jute products, pharmaceuticals, finished leather 
goods, ship building, and agro-processing. 
Cambodia was rapidly gaining access to global 
clothing market. Lao PDR focused on small and 
medium-scale agro-processing and made 
significant investments in its special economic 
zones to attract foreign direct investments. 
Myanmar undertook a series of economic 
reforms with promising start in attracting foreign 
direct investments in exports of manufactured 
goods, and parts and components. All these 
transformational gains have come under threat, 
particularly as their key trading partners continue 
to remain under economic stress and 
international supply chains disrupted.    
 

 
5 Vietnam seems to have overtaken Bangladesh as the second highest exporter of RGM to EU and USA 

As COVID-19 led to large scale job losses in their 
manufacturing, deskilling of labour force and 
excess capacity in the nascent manufacturing 
sector could have considerably eroded their 
productive capacity. Several of them have 
become exposed to increased risk of losing their 
traditional developed country markets5, seriously 
jeopardizing acquisition of trade-led productive 
capacity and industrial development. Many 
export-oriented manufacturing businesses that 
have suffered considerably and were forced to 
lay off workers may fail to reopen when the 
pandemic comes to an end.  
 
Apart from the nascent export-oriented 
manufacturing enterprises, LDCs’ micro, small 
and medium sized enterprises have also been hit 
hard. Most of these operate in the informal sector 
employing significant number of workers and 
suppling goods and services at prices that low-
income households can afford.  

Figure 6. Informal employment in total employment (% of 
total employment) 

 
Source: ESCAP DataExplorer, 2020. Accessed on 18 November 2020. 
Note: Data of latest year available: Bangladesh (2017); Cambodia (2012); Lao 
People’s Democratic Republic (2017); Myanmar (2018); Nepal (2017) and 
Timor-Leste (2013). 
 
Figure 7. Proportion of unemployed population covered by 

social protection floors/systems, 2019 (percentage) 

 
Source: ILOSTAT, 2020. Available at ilostat.ilo.org/topics/unemployment-
and-labour-underutilization/. Accessed on 20 November 2020. 
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Several LDCs adopted support measures for 
their manufacturing sector and other businesses 
to cope with COVID-19. Bangladesh approved 
draft legislation to extend tax filling and payment 
deadlines and introduced a second stimulus 
package of working capital amounting to BDT 
200 billion in April 2020, entirely dedicated to its 
SME sector. Cambodia announced a tax 
exemption package for hotels, guesthouses, 
restaurants, and travel agencies for three months 
starting March 2020. Under an MOU, 
government will extend $50 million loan to 
support some 500 SMEs. It also launched a Co-
Financing Scheme of $100 million for its SME 
sector. Lao PDR has exempted its micro 
enterprises and their employees from paying 
income tax for three months from April 2020. It 
also granted exemption from profit tax for micro 
and small and medium enterprises with an 
annual income of LAK 50 to 400 million for three 
months. Myanmar announced a programme to 
offer loans at 1 per cent interest for one year to 
SMEs and its garment and tourism sectors. 
Solomon Islands provided tax relief to affected 
businesses in specific sectors. As part of the 
COVID-19 economic stimulus package of SBD 
319 million, businesses received capital grants to 
boost investment in productive and resource 
sectors of the economy. Timor-Leste decided to 
extend access to the Credit Guarantee Scheme 
to micro-enterprises affected by the pandemic. 
Tuvalu allocated $300,000 as grant to its private 
sector.  Vanuatu announced a programme under 
which SMEs with an annual turnover of VUV 200 
million could receive subsidy equal to its 
business license fee. Price-based subsidies were 
also offered to agricultural producers.   
 
 

1.5 Exports and imports declined 
significantly 

 
The value of exports of all the LDCs declined by 
1.6 per cent in 2019, more than the global decline 
of 1.2 per cent (WTO, 2020). For 2020, the 
decline in exports of LDCs is expected to be 
greater than for other groups of countries. Asia-
Pacific LDCs is not an exception to this global 
trend (see figure 8). During the second and third 
quarters of 2020, exports from the Asia-Pacific 
LDCs dropped much more significantly (by 17.7 
per cent from the previous year ) as compared 
with 6.3 per cent for developing countries in the 

 
6 Based on data from CEIC (www.ceicdata.com/en (accessed 25 March 2021)).  

region (by an average of 6.3 per cent) and the 
world total, which fell to 13.3 per cent.6 It appears 
that some of the main export and import 
destination markets of the Asia-Pacific LDCs, 
such as India, France, Germany, the 
Netherlands, Spain and the United States, were 
among the most severely affected countries by 
the pandemic, leading to a sharp decline in 
demand for merchandize exports from several 
LDCs in the region. Trade costs are also likely to 
have gone up significantly.  
 
The share of LDC trade in global trade has been 
insignificant. Export of merchandise goods 
constitute a small share of their GDP. Exports 
from the region’s LDCs are not diversified and 
are sent to a small number of destination 
markets, making them extremely vulnerable to 
external and internal shocks. As global export 
demand collapsed and regional and global 
supply chains broke down, access to vital 
industrial raw materials, parts, and components 
was also severely curtailed. Border closures and 
restrictions on exports and imports had led to 
supply shortages of critical inputs. Accordingly, 
both external demand shocks and domestic 
COVID-19 responses have affected the export-
oriented manufacturing particularly hard. 
 
Low-cost labour-intensive manufacturing 
exports, such as ready-made garments, leather 
goods and processed food and agricultural items 
are expected to have fallen the most as a result 
of the pandemic. Bangladesh (ADB, n.d.) and 
Cambodia (ADB, 2020a) have been hit by severe 
disruptions in their textile and readymade 
garments sector, initially due to factory closures 
and a slump in export demand. Importers have 
cancelled orders from both these countries. 
Bangladesh earned $34 billion from readymade 
garments exports in the 2018–2019 fiscal year, 
accounting for 84 per cent of its total exports 
(ADB, n.d.). It is now realizing a recovery in the 
sector aided by government support and an 
uptick in export demand from the United States 
and the European Union after an initial setback in 
the first quarter of 2020. Bangladesh and 
Cambodia faced fresh challenges as a second 
wave hit these markets. A drop in export prices 
and rising production costs have squeezed profit 
margins, further compounding the difficulties 
faced by the sector.  
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Demand for manufactures from Nepal, such as 
carpets and cashmere, has dropped significantly, 
particularly as tourist arrivals stalled. Meanwhile, 
the economy of Myanmar was affected by a 
sharp decline in tourist arrivals, supply chain 
disruptions for its garments manufacturing, and 
losses made by small- and medium-sized 
enterprises. 7  Commodity prices fell as 
international demand shrunk, affecting Timor-
Leste, as its export earnings declined in line with 
reduced demand for oil. Imports have also 
decreased significantly (see figure 9). Available 
data indicate that, with the exception of Bhutan, 
the six other LDCs shown in the figure have 

 
7 IMF, Policy responses to COVID-19 (www.imf.org/en/Topics/imf-and-covid19/Policy-Responses-to-COVID-19 (accessed 28 
February2021)).  

severely reduced their imports, indicating weak 
domestic demand. 
 
Several trade measures have been implemented 
by the LDCs to cope with the adverse impacts of 
the COVID-19 pandemic. The following are some 
examples of the steps taken:  
 
 Bangladesh has waived import duty and 

taxes on certain medical items required to 
fight the virus and the value added tax (VAT) 
to facilitate domestic production of personal 
protective equipment. The Export 
Development Fund was increased to $5 
billion, and the lending rate was reduced to 2 

Figure 8. Volume of export of goods (percentage change) 

 
Source: IMF, World Economic Outlook Database, October 2020 
(www.imf.org/en/Publications/WEO/weo-database/2020/October (accessed 1 February 2021)). 
Note: Data estimates, presented with the dash lines, start after 2019 for Bangladesh, Bhutan, 
Myanmar and Solomon Islands, and after 2018 for Cambodia, Kiribati and the Lao People’s 
Democratic Republic. The volatility associated with Bhutan is largely explained by the fluctuation 
in its energy sector.  
 

Figure 9. Volume of export of goods (percentage change) 

 
Source: IMF, World Economic Outlook Database, October 2020 
(www.imf.org/en/Publications/WEO/weo-database/2020/October (accessed 1 February 2021)). 
Note: See note to figure 9.  
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per cent along with the relaxing of the 
refinancing limit.  
 

 Myanmar has waived specific goods tax on 
the import of medical supplies and products 
needed to cope with the pandemic.  

 
 Nepal has imposed bans on the export of 

medicines, masks and sanitizers, and 
exempted customs duty on the import of relief 
and medical items.8  

 
 Several LDCs also have strived to accept 

electronic rather than paper trade documents 
to keep trade flowing while minimizing 
physical contact between parties (ESCAP, 
2021d). 
 

 

1.6 External financial flows slowed down 
 
External financial flows in the form of foreign 
direct investment (FDI), remittances and official 
development assistance (ODA), which played a 
crucial role in the development process of LDCs, 
have become somewhat uncertain since the 
advent of the pandemic.  
 

(a) FDI and remittances becoming 
increasingly uncertain 

 
FDI has increasingly become an important 
development resource for LDCs which have 

 
8 ESCAP, Policy responses to COVID-19 in Asia and the Pacific (unescap.org/covid19/policy-responses (accessed 10 December 
2020)). 

always been at a disadvantage while competing 
for FDI. Global FDI declined by 49 per cent in the 
first half of 2020, although it was less steep in 
Asia with a 12 per cent decline, mainly due to 
robust investments in China. As a percentage of 
GDP, FDI in some Asia-Pacific LDCs have 
shown promising trends in recent years (see 
figure 10) but the COVID-19 pandemic has 
reversed some of that hard-earned gain as FDI 
flows appear to have declined due to disruptions 
caused by the pandemic. Bangladesh saw a 
steep decline in its FDI when the country 
received $720 million for the period July to 
October 2020, a reduction of 31 per cent from the 
same period in 2019 when it amounted to $1.04 
billion (bdnews24.com, 2020).  
 
Worryingly, estimates indicate that remittances to 
Asia-Pacific LDCs (except Bangladesh) also fell 
in 2020 and projections point to a 14 per cent 
decline in global remittance flows by 2021 
(compared to 2019) (Rotha and others, 2020). 
These resources are critical to supporting 
households in the Asia-Pacific LDCs and account 
for a large share of GDP, ranging from 1.5 per 
cent for the Lao People’s Democratic Republic to 
22.6 per cent for Nepal (see figure 11). In 
Bangladesh, however, remittances increased by 
8 per cent in the third quarter of 2020, possibly 
because of unprecedented floods and loss of 
income in rural households. Uncertainty tied to 
remittance flows is likely to persist due to demand 
and supply shocks, which will add to the 
economic and social hardships of countless 

Figure 10. FDI in Asia-Pacific LDCs: recent trends 

 
Source: UNCTAD Stat, 2020. Available at https://unctadstat.unctad.org/wds/reportfolders/reportfolders.aspx.  
Accessed on 17 November 2020. 
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households, particularly the rural poor 
households.  
 

(b) ODA flows have entered uncharted 
territory 

 
ODA remains critical in expanding the supply and 
delivery of basic services such as health, 
education, water, and sanitation in LDCs. In 
many instances, cash transfer programmes and 
employment generation schemes funded by 
ODA and other external development financing 
sources are critical in alleviating poverty as well 
as to facilitate the inclusion of marginalized and 
vulnerable groups in the development process in 
Asia-Pacific LDCs. ODA is also vitally important 
for infrastructure development and for building 
trade capacity,and forms critical components in 
boosting productive capacity and social and 
economic resilience. The COVID-19 pandemic 
has created additional demand for grants and 
concessional loans among Asia-Pacific LDCs to 
meet the increase in government expenses 
required to cover, for example, the provision of 
social services for the poor. 
 
Unfortunately, the pandemic has disrupted the 
implementation of projects and programmes in 
the region’s LDCs funded by ODA and other 
external development financing, which will likely 
further slow their effort to achieve economic and 
social transformation. Proper and timely 
utilization of ODA in many LDCs is often 

hampered by institutional weakness and 
insufficient human capacity. The pandemic is 
compounding those challenges. Many 
infrastructure projects have already been 
postponed, while the volume of unutilized grants 
and concessional loans awaiting administrative 
approval is expected to increase sharply, 
potentially resulting in detrimental impacts on 
growth and sustainable development in the long 
run.    
 
When reviewing the effects of the pandemic, 
there have been some good news to report, such 
as the launching of several international 
initiatives to assist LDCs and other developing 
countries in mitigating the adverse impacts. 
Below are examples of some of these initiatives:  
 
 Under the debt service suspension initiative 

for the poorest countries, the G20 Finance 
Ministers announced that principal 
repayments and interest payments is 
suspended from 1 May 2020 to June 2021 
(World Bank, 2021a). Three Asia-Pacific 
LDCs, Afghanistan, Myanmar and Nepal, 
have participated in this initiative as of 23 
April 2021, securing a total estimated saving 
of $861 million (see table 3). If all Asia-Pacific 
LDCs were to participate in the initiative, 
potential debt service savings could total $2.9 
billion. Several other countries, such as 
Afghanistan, Kiribati, the Lao People’s 
Democratic Republic and Tuvalu, were 

Figure 11. Remittance inflow in Asia-Pacific LDCs 

 
Source: World Bank, migration and remittances data, October 2020 (www.worldbank.org/ 
en/topic/migrationremittancesdiasporaissues/brief/migration-remittances-data (accessed 
12 November 2020)).  
Notes: Remittance inflows are reported in current US dollars and as a percentage of GDP. 
Data for 2020 are estimated by the source.  
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already displaying signs of debt distress prior  
to the pandemic when they were identified as 
experiencing “high external debt distress”. 
 

 The World Bank Group is extending financial 
assistance of up to $160 billion to developing 
countries, including to Asa-Pacific LDCs. The 
assistance includes (a) $14 billion in fast-
track financing to support COVID-19 
emergency response and health systems 
preparedness projects, (b) $12 billion for the 
purchase and distribution of COVID-19 
vaccines, and (c) redeployment of resources 
in existing World Bank financed projects 
(World Bank 2021b). As of 21 April 2021, the 
Asia-Pacific LDCs are benefiting from these 
emergency support operations. The 
approved amount totals $4.8 billion, of which 
$1.2 billion and $1.9 billion have been 
allocated to Afghanistan and Bangladesh, 
respectively (see table 4).  

 
 The International Monetary Fund has 

extended financial assistance of more than 
$100 billion, of which $2.3 billion was given to 
five Asia-Pacific LDCs – Afghanistan, 
Bangladesh, Myanmar, Nepal and Solomon 
Islands – mostly through its Rapid Credit 

Facility and Rapid Financing Instrument (see 
table 5) (IMF, 2021a).  

 
 The Asian Development Bank (ADB) 

announced an assistance package of $20.3 
billion to fight the pandemic, which includes 
$2.5 billion in grants and concessional loans 
(ADB, 2020b). All the Asia-Pacific LDCs are 
benefiting from this package, receiving a total 
estimated amount of $1.7 billion (see table 6). 
ADB has also launched a $9 billion vaccine 
initiative whose objective is to help countries 
access and distribute COVID-19 vaccines 
(ADB, 2020d). 

Table 3. Risk of external debt distress and potential 
savings of the G20 debt service suspension initiative for 

Asia-Pacific LDCs 

 
Source: World Bank. COVID 19: Debt Service Suspension Initiative. 
www.worldbank.org/en/topic/debt/brief/covid-19-debt-service-suspension-
initiative.  

Country
Risk of 

external debt 
distress

Potential 
savings

(% of GDP)

Potential 
savings

(million US$)

Asia-Pacific LDCs participating in DSSI
Afghanistan High 0.4 76.0
Myanmar Low 1.1 739.2
Nepal Low 0.2 46.1

Asia-Pacific LDCs not participating in DSSI
Bangladesh Low 0.2 622.7
Bhutan Moderate 15.8 393.6
Cambodia Low 1.6 428.4
Kiribati High 0 0.0
Lao PDR High 3.2 592.6
Solomon Islands Moderate 0.1 2.2
Timor-Leste Low 0 0.0
Tuvalu High 0 0.0
Vanuatu Moderate 1.4 12.3
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Table 4. World Bank’s COVID-19 support projects in Asia-Pacific LDCs 

Country Project 
Amount 

(million USD) 

Projects that are supported by the COVID-19 Fast-Track Facility (including support for vaccines) 
Afghanistan COVID-19 Emergency Response Project 100.4 
Bangladesh COVID-19 Emergency Response and Pandemic Preparedness Project 100.0 
Bhutan COVID-19 Emergency Response and Health Systems Preparedness Project 5.0 
Cambodia COVID-19 Emergency Response Project; Additional financing project 20.0 
Kiribati COVID-19 Emergency Response Project 2.5 
Lao PDR COVID-19 Response Project 18.0 

Myanmar COVID-19 Emergency Response Project; Additional financing project 50.0 
Nepal COVID-19 Emergency Response and Health Systems Preparedness Project  29.0 
Solomon 
Islands 

COVID-19 Emergency Response Project  5.0 

Timor-
Leste 

COVID-19 Emergency Support Project 1.0 

Total   330.9 

Projects with support from IBRD and IDA, with components responding to COVID-19 and projects with other 
forms of finance/redeploying of existing projects 

Afghanistan 

Second Additional Financing for Citizens' Charter Afghanistan Project 193.0 
Water, Sanitation, Hygiene and Institutional Support Project 200.0 
Strengthening Afghanistan’s Financial Intermediation 100.0 
COVID-19 Relief Effort for Afghan Communities and Households (REACH) Project 280.0 
Emergency Agriculture and Food Supply Project (EATS) 100.0 
COVID-19 Response Development Policy Grant 200.0 

Incentive Program Development Policy Grant 400.0 

Bangladesh 

Additional Financing for Modern Food Storage Facilities Project 209.7 
Rural Water, Sanitation and Hygiene for Human Capital Development Project 550.5 
Second Additional Financing to Reaching Out of School Children Project 6.5 
Private Investment & Digital Entrepreneurship Project 500.0 
Enhancing Digital Government & Economy Project 305.0 

Second Programmatic Jobs Development Policy Credit 250.0 
Cash Transfer Modernization Project existing project 

Bhutan 
Strengthening Fiscal Management and Private Sector Employment Opportunities 
Development Policy Credit 

40.0 

Development Policy Financing with Cat DDO 14.8 
Cambodia Health Equity and Quality Improvement Project (H-EQIP) existing project 
Kiribati Second Inclusive Growth and Resilience Development Policy Operation 5.0 

Lao PDR 
Micro, Small, and Medium Enterprise Access to Finance Emergency Support and 
Recovery Project 

40.0 

Myanmar National Food and Agriculture System Project 200.0 

Nepal 

Second Programmatic Energy Sector Development Policy Credit 100.0 
Finance for Growth Development Policy Financing 100.0 
Urban Governance and Infrastructure 150.0 

Rural Enterprise and Economic Development Project 80.0 
School Sector Development Program 10.9 
Strategic Road Connectivity and Trade Improvement Project 450.0 

Solomon 
Islands 

The First Solomon Islands Transition to Sustainable Growth Development Policy 
Operation 

15.0 

Tuvalu 
Learning Project 14.0 
Maritime Investment in Climate Resilient Operations existing project 

Vanuatu Development Policy Grant with a Cat-DDO 10.0 
Total   4524.3 

Source: World Bank. World Bank Group’s Operational Response to COVID-19 (coronavirus) – Projects List. 
www.worldbank.org/en/about/what-we-do/brief/world-bank-group-operational-response-covid-19-coronavirus-projects-list. 

Table 5. IMF’s COVID-19 financial assistance and debt relief for Asia-Pacific LDCs 
 

 
Source: IMF, COVID-19 Financial Assistance and Debt Service Relief. https://www.imf.org/en/Topics/imf-and-covid19/COVID-
Lending-Tracker#CCRT.   
 
 
 

Table 6. ADB’s Financial support to fight COVID-19 in Asia-Pacific LDCs 
 

Source: ADB, News Releases on COVID-19 Financial Assistance to ADB Members. https://www.adb.org/what-we-do/covid19-
coronavirus/financial-packages. 

Rapid Credit 
Facility

Rapid 
Financing 
Instrument

Extended 
Credit Facility 
Arrangement

Afghanistan 220.0 370.0 10.1 600.1

Bangladesh 244.0 488.0 732.0

Myanmar 242.9 486.0 728.9

Nepal 214.0 14.0 228.0

Solomon Islands 9.5 19.0 0.3 28.8

Financial Assistance (million USD)

Country

Debt Service 
Relief from the 
Catastrophe 
Containment 

and Relief Trust 
(million USD)

Total
 (million 
USD)

Country Date

Amount 
(million 
USD) News headline

2 Sep 2020 24.0 Afghanistan Signs Agreements to Construct Hospitals, Procure Medical Supplies Financed by ADB
2 Dec 2020 100.0 ADB Approves $100 Million Grant to Support Afghanistan’s COVID-19 Response
20 Apr 2021 50.0 $50 Million ADB Grant to Support COVID-19 Vaccine Rollout in Afghanistan
30 Apr 2020 100.0 ADB Approves $100 Million to Support COVID-19 Response in Bangladesh
7 May 2020 500.0 ADB Approves $500 Million for Bangladesh's COVID-19 Response
8 Dec 2020 50.0 ADB Approves Additional Financing to Help COVID-19 Affected Microenterprises in Bangladesh.

Bhutan 4 May 2020 20.0 ADB Approves $20 Million to Support Bhutan's COVID-19 Response
Cambodia 8 Jul 2020 250.0 ADB Approves $250 Million Loan to Support Cambodia's COVID-19 Response
Kiribati 30 Jul 2020 1.5 ADB Announces More Than $13 Million in Grants to Help Pacific Combat COVID-19
Lao PDR 25 May 2020 20.0 ADB Approves $20 Million to Support its Emergency Response to COVID-19

21 Aug 2020 250.0 ADB Approves $250 Million Loan to Support Myanmar’s COVID-19 Response
9 Oct 2020 30.0 $30 Million ADB Loan to Scale Up Myanmar’s COVID-19 Health Response

Nepal 26 May 2020 250.0 ADB Approves $250 Million Support for Nepal's COVID-19 Response

25 Jun 2020 20.0 ADB Provides $20 Million to Help Solomon Islands Respond to the Impacts of COVID-19
30 Jul 2020 1.5 ADB Announces More Than $13 Million in Grants to Help Pacific Combat COVID-19

10 Jul 2020 20.0
ADB disbursed another $20 million—comprising a $10 million grant and a $10 million concessional 
loan—to help train nurses and doctors in Solomon Is lands to fight COVID-19 and obtain personal 
protective equipment for medical staff.

30 Jul 2020 0.6 ADB Announces More Than $13 Million in Grants to Help Pacific Combat COVID-19
26 Apr 2021 1.5 ADB Approves $18.9 Million for Rollout of COVID-19 Vaccines in the Pacific
30 Jul 2020 1.5 ADB Announces More Than $13 Million in Grants to Help Pacific Combat COVID-19
4 Dec 2020 16.9 ADB Provides $16.9 Million Grant to Help Vanuatu Respond to COVID-19
26 Apr 2021 3.9 ADB Approves $18.9 Million for Rollout of COVID-19 Vaccines in the Pacific

Total 1711.4

Afghanistan

Vanuatu

Tuvalu

Solomon 
Islands

Myanmar

Bangladesh
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(c) Travel and tourism comes to a halt 
 
Globally, the World Tourism Organization 
(UNWTO) estimates that international arrivals 
declined by 74 per cent in 2020, which is 
equivalent to a loss of $ 1.3 trillion in international 
tourism receipts. This may translate into an 
estimated economic loss of more than $2 trillion 
in global GDP, more than 2 per cent of the world’s 
GDP in 2019. In Asia and the Pacific, there was 
an 84 per cent decrease in arrivals over the 
period January-October 2020 (UNWTO, 2021). 
As most of the Asia-Pacific LDCs imposed travel 
bans, they also recorded sharp drops in tourist 
arrivals and earnings (see figure 12).  
 
Consequently, many travel and tourism-related 
businesses have been shut or are operating 
under capacity. A significant number of workers 
connected with the tourism and travel industry 
have either been laid off, furloughed or lost their 
jobs permanently. This may be particularly 
worrying for Pacific LDCs, given their high level 
of dependency on tourism. In Vanuatu, for 
example, tourism earnings accounts for 
approximately 30 per cent of GDP and the 
number of tourism employees constitutes more 
than 30 per cent of total employment. 
Unemployment figures are likely to be 
staggering, as close to 40 per cent of the 
country’s formal workforce is expected to be out 
of a job, with even greater impacts on the 
informal sector (Sen and Kenny, 2020).9  
 

 
9 See Tateno and Bolesta (2020) for detailed discussion on the impact of the pandemic on tourism in Asia-Pacific small island 
developing States.  

Figure 12. International tourist arrivals and earnings 

 
Source: UNWTO (2021). 
Note: Year-to-day percentage changes from the same period in 2019 to 2020 are reported. 
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2. Social impacts have 
compounded other threats 
 
 
 
 
Social impacts of the COVID-19 pandemic have 
compounded existing vulnerabilities, leading to 
increased poverty rates. It is also feared that the 
pandemic has widened existing inequalities, 
particularly those related to gender and social 
groups, disrupted health and education systems, 
affected access to safe drinking water and 
sanitation, and contributed to heightened food 
insecurity. Lack of a robust social protection 
system in most of the LDCs has aggravated the 
impacts of the pandemic.  
 
As discussed earlier, the pandemic has exposed 
some serious gaps in social protection systems 
set up by the region’s LDCs. Workers in the 
informal sector are particularly at risk, as they 
most likely do not have social insurance nor 
access to social assistance. Absence of a robust 
social protection system has intensified the 
adverse impact of COVID-19 on poverty and 
hunger (United Nations, 2020a).  
 
Although social protection measures have 
already been taken to mitigate the adverse 
impact of the pandemic in the Asia-Pacific LDCs, 
more are needed. Large increases in 
investments are needed to fund child and 
maternal benefits schemes, pension schemes, 
disability benefits, and unemployment benefits. 
Instead of ad hoc and uncoordinated responses, 
these countries need to implement robust and 
comprehensive social insurance programmes 
that work counter-cyclically and mitigate 
vulnerability to future shocks. 
 
 

2.1 Rise in poverty and inequality  
 
Gains made in alleviating poverty and inequality 
could be erased in the region’s LDCs as a result 
of the pandemic. Extreme poverty, based on the 
$1.90-a-day international poverty line, is 
expected to have fallen below 8 per cent in Asia-
Pacific LDCs in 2020, but then rise in 2021. 
ESCAP projections indicate that 3.4 million 

people could fall below the $1.90-a-day poverty 
line and 10.7 million below the $3.20 poverty line 
in 2021 (Tateno and Zoundi, 2021). 
 
Least developed countries with medium to large 
populations, such as Afghanistan, Bangladesh, 
Cambodia, Myanmar, and Nepal, that have not 
implemented robust social protection measures 
are particularly vulnerable to this expected 
increase in poverty. The above estimates 
suggest that for Bangladesh, the LDC with the 
largest number of people living below income 
poverty, the number could rise by more than six 
million at the $3.20-a-day poverty line (Tateno 
and Zoundi, 2021). In other LDCs, particularly 
those with a larger share of agriculture in GDP, 
such as Afghanistan, Myanmar and Nepal, a 
significant proportion of their population could 
continue to remain below the income poverty 
threshold.  
 
Globally, multidimensional poverty could also 
rise in developing countries (World Bank, 2020). 
In Asia and the Pacific, there were 640 million 
multidimensionally poor people. This figure is 
likely to have doubled by the onset of the 
pandemic (ESCAP, 2021a). LDCs are no 
exception to the regional trend. Prior to the 
pandemic, multidimensional poverty headcount 
in the latest reporting year was already high, 
averaging 35.1 per cent. By country, it was 55.9 
per cent in Afghanistan, 24.6 per cent in 
Bangladesh, 37.2 per cent in Cambodia, 19.8 per 
cent in Kiribati, 23.1 per cent in the Lao People’s 
Democratic Republic, 38.3 per cent in Myanmar, 
34.0 per cent in Nepal, and 45.8 per cent in 
Timor-Leste (UNDP, 2020).  
 
The COVID-19 pandemic affects the various 
social groups differently and possibly has 
increased existing economic and social 
inequalities and disparities since the virus 
“superimposed on a world with wide and growing 
inequalities in human development” (UNDP, 
2020). As already noted, elderly, women, girls, 
young people, and persons living with disabilities 
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are among the groups hardest hit by the COVID-
19. Prolonged lockdowns have increased the 
isolation and vulnerability of the elderly, in 
particular those with underlying health conditions. 
Many of them cannot access their regular 
medical needs and services, putting them at 
greater risks. These groups have also been 
disproportionately affected by their inability to 
access public assistance introduced in the wake 
of the crisis.  
 
Another effect of COVID-19 pandemic is that it 
has increased household responsibilities for 
women and girls, as most members of the 
household remained confined at home. Girls from 
poor and vulnerable households in some 
countries are facing the threat of increased 
household poverty, forcing them to quit attending 
school to enter the workplace or get married. The 
United Nations Population Fund (UNFPA) 
estimates that the effects of the pandemic will 
result in an additional 13 million child marriages 
globally by 2030 (UNFPA, 2020).  
 
The large within country inequalities could be 
further exacerbated by the COVID-19 pandemic. 
Employment opportunities for the bottom 40 per 
cent generated by growth and access to basic 
services, such as health, education, safe drinking 
water and sanitation facilities have been the 
primary drivers of reducing income inequality 
between different income and social groups 
within countries (United Nations, 2020d). Another 
important channel for reducing income inequality 
has been inward remittances from workers 
overseas to their families back home. Gains 
made in reducing income equalities are seriously 
threatened by the pandemic. The decline in 
remittances and fiscal pressure faced by 
government is making it increasingly difficult to 
deliver basic services to the poor and vulnerable 
households.  
 
The region’s LDCs have adopted several policy 
measures and introduced financial packages to 
ease the burden on the private sector and the 
unemployed workers as well as social relief 
packages, targeting the poor and vulnerable 
groups. Some examples are as follows: 
 
 Afghanistan has introduced draft budget 

amendments to allocate a total of 2 per cent 

 
10 UNICEF, UNICEF GLOBAL COVID-19 Situation Report # 12 September 2020. Available at www.Unicef.org/media/Global-
Covid-19-SiteRep-September-2020.pdf.  
11 UNICEF, Corona virus (COVID-19) Global Response, Humanitarian Action for Children, July 2020.  

of GDP for the pandemic-related spending 
with one third of it directed to health. 
  

 Afghanistan has also launched a social relief 
package of cash transfers or in-kind 
assistance to vulnerable groups and 
supplied wheat to internally displaced 
persons and wage earners. 

 
 Bangladesh has increased its cash transfer 

coverage from 15 million people to 38.9 
million people and ramped up its food 
assistance under the Special Open Market 
Sales Operation and Food Friendly 
Programme.  

 
 

2.2 Education takes a back seat 
 
Education systems have been severely disrupted 
with adverse impacts that may run decades down 
the line. Schools and colleges have been shut 
down with remote learning as the only option. 
Some 1.3 billion children have lost access to in-
person learning. 10  But lack of technological 
capability including underdeveloped digital 
connectivity and inability of many households to 
buy computers and rent internet connections 
have seriously constrained the options available 
for remote learning in LDCs. Lack of trained 
personnel, teachers and educators in handling 
and operating digital technologies has further 
compromised the abilities of LDCs in exploiting 
digital technologies for remote learning. 
Consequently, it is feared that many children and 
young people particularly girls from poor 
households have dropped out of schools 
altogether, adversely impacting school enrolment, 
literacy rates, and future job prospects.  
 
Some 1.19 billion students in 150 countries have 
been affected by school closures with about 369 
million children missing school meals. 11  For 
LDCs, this could have a serious impact on child 
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nutrition and lead to increased stunting. As 
children were forced to stay home and resorted 
to remote learning, the incidence of child abuse 
and cyber bullying has become a new challenge 
for young boys and girls. 12  Prolonged school 
closures are also likely to affect the youth hard 
particularly girls and young women who may 
experience significant erosion in their human 
capital.  
 
Government expenditure on education has been 
consistently low among the Asia-Pacific LDCs. In 
fact, the weighted average of Asia-Pacific LDCs 
expenditure on education of only 1.9 per cent of 
GDP is significantly below the weighted average 
of 4.0 per cent of GDP spent by other Asia-Pacific 
developing countries (see figure 13). The 
weighted averages of Bangladesh, Cambodia, 
the Lao People’s Democratic Republic and 
Myanmar fall below the average of other Asia-
Pacific developing countries. These low rates are 
worrying because, they indicate that these 
countries have minimal resilience in coping with 
the adverse impacts of COVID-19 on their 
educational sector.  
 

 
12 BBC, Online child abuse rising during lockdown warn police. Available at www.bbc.com/news/world-52773344. Accessed on 
4 November 2020.  

2.3 Health services severely disrupted 
 
Although the number of COVID-19 cases and 
deaths from the pandemic have been relatively 
small in the region’s LDCs (see table 7), the 
pandemic has exposed serious deficits in their 
health-care systems. Chronic shortages of 
hospital beds, medical equipment, outreach 
clinics, doctors, nurses, and other health-care 
services have constrained the development of 
the health sector in these countries (Razzaque 
and Tateno, 2021). These factors have made 
health-care systems particularly vulnerable to the 
pandemic. As shown in table 1 in section 1.1, 
underinvestment in health-care infrastructure 
and health-care services is an ongoing 
challenge. 
 
Initial public health response of the LDCs to the 
crisis was ad-hoc, piecemeal and sometimes 
chaotic, although timing of recorded policy 
responses by LDC governments coincided with 
the global average. They responded with a series 
of measures to contain the pandemic and its 
aftermaths including quarantines, lockdowns, 
stay home orders, business and school closures, 
and travel restrictions. Stringency of such 
measures varied amongst them.  As they 

Figure 13. Public expenditure on education 

 
Source: Authors’ calculation based on World Bank, World Development Indicators database 
(databank.worldbank.org/source/world-development-indicators (accessed 10 February 2021)).  
Note: Data are for 2019 or latest year available.  
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struggled to cope with this unprecedented rapidly 
spreading virus, their fragmented and under-
funded public health systems came under severe 
stress with detrimental impacts on COVID-19 
related mortality rates and availability of general 
healthcare services to their citizens. In several 
instances, the public health systems with limited 
healthcare workers, shortages of personal 
protection equipment, and inadequate testing 
and contact tracing capacities proved to be highly 
ineffective in coping with the crisis which, in turn, 
led to rapid spread of infection, crippling their 
economies.  
 
Existing healthcare facilities were overwhelmed 
and access to general healthcare services had to 
be curtailed as frontline healthcare providers 
were redeployed to fight the pandemic. Non-
communicable diseases and health challenges 
like diabetes, heart disease, hypertension and 
obesity are also expected to go up as families 
particularly the elderly are forced to stay indoors 
and hesitate in accessing regular medical 
attention. Due to disruptions in transport facilities, 
pregnant women and young children were either 
denied healthcare services or prevented from 
accessing those services. Public investments in 
health services have either been curtailed or 
altogether stopped due to the pandemic. 
 

Although no clear data exists, anecdotal 
evidence suggests that the heightened pressure 
on already overstretched heath systems and 
inability of women and children to access existing 
services may have adversely affected child and 
maternal mortality rates, reversing some of the 
hard-earned gains, and making it more uncertain 
whether the LDCs will be able to achieve the 
SDGs by 2030. Substance abuse is also likely to 
go up.   
 
LDCs responded with a series of policy measures 
and financial packages to mitigate the health 
impacts. Afghanistan allocated Af1.9 billion (0.1 
per cent of GDP) to meet urgent health needs 
such as establishing testing labs including at 
border crossings and procuring most urgent 
medical supplies. It also introduced a health 
package of Af 6.2 billion which included building 
of additional hospitals and care facilities.   
 
As of now, there is no indication the pandemic is 
slowing down with USA and EU witnessing a third 
wave -two most important LDC markets for trade, 
investment, and finance- inserting a new phase 
of uncertainty faced by the LDCs. Access to 
vaccines when they become available is by no 
means assured at affordable prices and on time 
to minimize the economic and social costs and 
bring a halt to this pandemic. As LDCs entered 

Table 7. COVID-19 cases and deaths in the Asia-Pacific least 
developed countries, 10 March 2021 

 
Source: WHO, Coronavirus Disease (COVID-19) Dashboard (covid19.who.int/table 
(accessed on 10 March 2021)). 

Asia-Pacific LDCs Cases Deaths

Cases per 
1 million 
people

Death per 1 
million 
people

Afghanistan  55 876  2 451  1 435 63.0              

Bangladesh  551 175  8 476  3 347 51.5              

Bhutan   868   1  1 125 1.3                

Cambodia  1 011   0   61 -                

Kiribati   0   0

Lao People's Democratic Republic   47   0   7 -                

Myanmar  142 045  3 200  2 611 58.8              

Nepal  274 810  3 011  9 432 103.3             

Solomon Islands   18   0   26 -                

Timor-Leste   129   0   98 -                

Tuvalu   0   0

Vanuatu   3   0   10 -                

AP LDC total 1 025 982  17 139  3 266 54.6              

Other developing countries in 
the region

24 501 759  425 052  5 907 102.5             

World 116 874 912 2 597 381  14 972 332.7             
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the COVID-19 episode with least preparedness, 
minimal resilience, and high vulnerabilities, 
failure to access an effective vaccine on time 
would inflict further damage on their economies 
and societies.   
 
 

2.4 Accessing safe drinking water and 
sanitation a growing challenge 

 
Of 2.1 billion people lacking access to safe 
drinking water13, several million can be found in 
the Asia-Pacific LDCs. Globally, water scarcity 
affects some 40 per cent of the people with every 
sign of it becoming more acute in the coming 
years. Around 30 per cent of people lack access 
to safe drinking water with another 60 per cent 
lacking access to sanitation facilities.14 Almost a 
billion people practice open defecation. Access to 
safe drinking water and sanitation facilities 
remain a key SDG challenge in LDCs, and 
COVID-19 has brought to fore the critical need for 
adequate supply and use of such services in 
coping with the pandemic.   
 
COVID-19 has further complicated an already 
difficult challenge faced by the LDCs in ensuring 
access to safe drinking water and sanitation 
facilities for their people. Investments in safe 
drinking water and sanitation facilities have either 
declined or have been postponed as 
governments had to cut some of these basic 
investments and divert fiscal resources to meet 
growing budgetary deficits.  
 

 
13 UNICEF, Corona virus (COVID-19) Global Response, Humanitarian Action for Children, July 2020 
14 United Nations, Sustainable Development Goals, www.un.org/sustainabledevelopment/water-and-sanitation/. Accessed on 
21 October 2020.  
15 The point-to-point general inflation rate of Bangladesh increased to 6.44 per cent in October 2020, the highest level in seven 
years. Food inflation rose to 6.5 per cent as prices of all commodities went up largely on the back of the COVID-19 pandemic and 
government fiscal and cash support. See Financial Express (2020).  
16 Retail price of rice is estimated to have increased by 20 per cent in January-April 2020 in the Lao People’s Democratic Republic 
(ADB, 2020c).  
17 See UNICEF, Joint Statement on Nutrition in the Context of the COVID-19 Pandemic in Asia and the Pacific,17 April 2020. 
https://www.unicef.org/rosa/press-releases/joint-statment-nuitrition-context-covid-19-pandemic-asia-and-pacific    

2.5 Heightened food insecurity   
 
According to the World Food Programme (WFP), 
the pandemic has contributed to a significant 
increase in the number of people facing acute 
hunger (WFP, 2020). In line with the lockdowns 
and lockouts spread across the region, 
vulnerable groups in LDCs face increased food 
security risks stemming from the severe 
disruptions in agricultural activities and food 
supply chains. Labour shortages and reduced 
input supplies are hindering planting and 
harvesting of crops and have caused food prices 
to rise, including prices of vegetables, poultry and 
food grains. The serious disruptions to agriculture 
and global and national supply chains are already 
affecting prices of staple food, such as rice and 
wheat, which have risen sharply in almost all the 
developing countries of the region including 
LDCs, such as Bangladesh15 and Cambodia.16 
Although the rise in food prices can partly be 
attributed to bad weather conditions in both of 
these countries, the COVID-19 pandemic has 
added to the upward pressure by disrupting 
production and distribution.  
 
Households particularly in rural areas may be 
forced to reduce consumption of food items due 
to shortages and high prices, adversely affecting 
their nutritional status. Poor and vulnerable 
groups are particularly at risk and suffer the most, 
severely affecting the nutritional status of children 
and pregnant women in poor households.   
 
During the IPoA implementation period, many 
LDCs had introduced free lunches for children at 
schools, primarily to encourage children from 
poor and low-income households to attend and 
stay at schools. As schools have been closed for 
prolonged periods, children from these 
households are likely to face increased hunger 
with adverse impact on their growth and 
development. Stunting which is a major problem 
in several LDCs could see a spike, aggravating 
an already serious problem 17  and adversely 
affecting their graduation efforts from LDC status.  
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Disruptions in supply chains, especially 
agricultural inputs, could adversely affect small 
and marginal holders disproportionately, forcing 
many of them to assume unsustainable debt, 
face bankruptcies and join the ranks of landless 
and destitute farmers. Agricultural workers and 
migrant workers engaged in planting, harvesting, 
food processing and packaging facilities must 
deal with increased job losses, heightening their 
food insecurity. Migrant workers returning from 
urban centres and overseas markets have put 
increased pressure on agriculture and food 
security. Investments in agriculture are also likely 
to suffer severe setbacks if the pandemic 
stretches out to the next planting season.18   
 
 
 

 
18 See United Nations (2020c) for more discussion on this issue. 
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3. Graduation and prospects of 
achieving SDGs 
 
 
 
In the light of new and emerging challenges 
generated by the COVID-19 pandemic, fresh 
questions are being raised about the prospects of 
the LDCs in terms of sustainability of graduation 
from their least developed country status and the 
pace of progress required for them to achieve the 
Sustainable Development Goals by 2030. Given 
the interconnectedness between the three 
criteria for LDC graduation19 and the SDGs, as a 
set of aspirational goals and targets, the 
pandemic could hinder the preparations of LDCs 
for graduation and the progress made towards 
achieving the Goals.  
 

3.1 Impacts on graduation from the least 
development country status 

 
With sharp reductions in GDP growth rates and 
income losses and widespread social and 
environmental impacts, it is clear many LDCs are 
experiencing reversals in their hard-earned 
development gains. However, it is difficult at this 
stage to say definitively how those reversals will 
translate into setbacks in their progress towards 
graduation. There are however indications …. 
“that Covid-19 may negatively impact the 
preparations of LDCs that are graduating and 
those to be considered for graduation at the next 
triennial review”.20  
 
In other words, for those LDCs which are 
graduating in December 2020 (Vanuatu) and 
soon after, managing their transition process 
effectively will be a challenge.  Mitigating the 
adverse impacts of COVID-19 for graduating 
LDCs can become complicated with the 
withdrawal of duty-free quota-free entry for their 
exports and cessation of access to concessional 
ODA. The pandemic has served as a stark 
reminder that LDCs, including those that are 
already in the process of graduation, are still 
highly vulnerable to external shocks. They still 

 
19 These are GNI per capita, a human assets index and an economic and environmental vulnerability index. The values of these 
indicators and respective graduation thresholds are presented in table 2-6.  
20  United Nations, Committee on Development Policy, Covid-19 and graduation from the LDC category, 12 May 2020,  
www.un.org/development/desa/dpad/. Accessed on 21 October 2020.  

have very weak economic fundamentals, fragile 
social development indicators, and 
underdeveloped human resources and 
institutional set ups. COVID-19 has revealed the 
fragility of the progress they have so far made 
and raised questions whether these gains can be 
sustained. 
 
This implies that the preparations for LDC 
graduation should focus on sustainability issue in 
a much more wholistic way and options should 
be explored in further strengthening and 
extending international support measures so that 
graduation becomes a sustainable process with 
built-in mechanisms designed to increase LDCs’ 
economic and social resilience. The Committee 
for Development Policy (CDP) has already 
recognized this and included several additional 
variables in the LDC graduation criteria and 
asked for supplementary information to make the 
graduation preparatory process as realistic as 
possible.   
 
The assessment of the impacts of COVID-19 on 
LDC graduation is preliminary and not definitive 
as graduation is a medium to long-term process.  
As emphasized before, a lot will depend on the 
duration of the crisis, the effectiveness of 
mitigation measures, and the response of the 
national governments and international 
community in laying down the priorities, polices, 
and support measures in building back better. 
However, the triennial review in February 2021 is 
expected to consider the impacts of COVID-19 
pandemic and other indicators, analyses and 
country reviews as well as the LDC graduation 
criteria for possible graduation of Bangladesh, 
Lao PDR, Myanmar, Nepal and Timor-Leste.  
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Table 8 illustrates the progress made by the 
LDCs in each of the three criteria for graduation 
where the 2020 figures are estimates and do not 
incorporate the impacts of COVID-19. The first 
criterion for graduation is per capita GNI, a three-
year average. GNI per capita, by construction, 
remains inherently vulnerable to internal and 
external shocks. With significant slow-down in 
GDP growth rate or a negative growth rate and 
fall in exports and net earnings from abroad, the 
estimated GNI per capita in 2020 of several LDCs 
are particularly vulnerable to COVID-19 impacts. 
As noted earlier, IMF estimates suggest several 
LDCs will experience negative growth rates in 
2020, and all LDCs will see their growth rates in 
2020 falling below the rates achieved in 2019.  
Even in 2021, several LDCs, including 
Bangladesh, Bhutan, Cambodia, Lao PDR, 
Myanmar, Nepal and Tuvalu are projected to 
grow at rates that will fall below the rates 
achieved in 2019.  
 
Similarly, COVID-19 has exposed the Human 
Asset Index (HAI), the second criterion, to a high 
degree of uncertainty. HAI is a composite index 
of six indicators, namely under-five mortality rate, 

maternal mortality ratio, prevalence of stunting, 
gross secondary school enrolment ratio, adult 
literacy, and gender parity index for gross 
secondary school enrolment. Each of these 
indicators is highly vulnerable to shocks 
generated by the COVID-19 pandemic.  
 
Although it is too early to say, under-five mortality 
rate and maternal mortality ratio could go up in 
2020 as expecting mothers and young children 
particularly in rural areas find it increasingly 
difficult to access required healthcare services. 
As was noted before, most LDCs suffer from a 
perennial shortage of doctors, nurses and 
midwives, a situation that could be further 
aggravated by COVID-19. Shortages and high 
prices of emergency medicines caused by supply 
chain disruptions can also pose serious threats to 
the health of expecting mothers and children 
under five. If the pandemic is not stopped soon, 
important vaccination programmes for children 
could also be jeopardized with serious 
implications for under-five child mortality.  
 
Heightened food insecurity could increase 
stunting in children. Prolonged closure of schools 

Table 8. Progress made by Asia-Pacific least developed countries in reaching graduation 
thresholds  

 
Source: United Nations, Department of Economic and Social Affairs (www.un.org/development/desa/dpad/least-developed-
country-category/ldc-data-retrieval.html (accessed 30 December 2020)).  
Notes: The indicator values reported do not reflect the impacts of the COVID-19 pandemic. GNI per capita refers to three-year 
averages, for example, the value for 2020 refers to the 2016–2018 average. For the human asset index and the economic and 
environmental vulnerability index, data refer to the latest year that is available for a review, such as data for 2020 refers to the 
2018 data value.  
 

2017 2018 2019 2020 2017 2018 2019 2020 2017 2018 2019 2020

Afghanistan  651  617  592  580 37.1 38.6 40.1 40.8 42.9 43.2 43.7 44.8

Bangladesh 1 191 1 314 1 461 1 640 69.8 73.4 73.9 75.3 27.9 27.8 27.7 27.3

Bhutan 2 533 2 615 2 735 2 941 73.3 74.3 75.4 75.9 26.4 26.2 26.1 25.9

Cambodia 1 017 1 073 1 144 1 254 58.0 59.2 60.1 60.8 33.8 32.5 31.9 30.5

Kiribati 3 268 3 198 3 059 2 926 82.2 82.6 82.9 83.3 65.4 66.7 67.0 66.1

Lao PDR 1 803 1 973 2 112 2 265 69.3 70.7 71.9 72.2 28.8 27.8 27.3 26.6

Myanmar 1 243 1 244 1 230 1 257 69.8 70.9 71.8 71.9 27.7 27.5 26.5 25.5

Nepal  777  791  832  911 68.8 70.5 71.7 72.1 25.9 25.8 25.7 25.4

Solomon Islands 1 677 1 692 1 686 1 721 71.4 71.5 71.6 71.7 45.7 46.0 45.7 45.8

Timor-Leste 3 224 2 806 2 421 1 998 64.3 65.7 67.0 68.0 38.7 41.5 41.9 40.1

Tuvalu 6 086 6 199 6 308 6 478 90.1 88.0 87.7 87.4 58.2 57.1 57.0 57.0

Vanuatu 2 996 2 908 2 851 2 913 76.6 76.9 77.1 77.3 39.3 39.4 38.7 39.1

Average 2 206 2 202 2 202 2 240 69.2 70.2 70.9 71.4 38.4 38.5 38.3 37.8

Graduation 
threshold
(2021 review) 

> 1 222 > 66

Economic and environmental 
vulnerability index

Human asset indexGNI per capita

< 32 
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which provide free meals to children from low-
income and poor households could also lead to 
increased stunting. School closures could also 
impact adult literacy, secondary school 
enrolment, and gender parity in secondary school 
enrolment. As discussed before, school going 
children from low-income and poor households 
particularly girl children are highly vulnerable as 
many of them may drop out of school 
permanently.  
 
Most of the health, education and nutritional 
services and social protection programmes are 
run by government agencies, private sector 
entities and civil society organizations with 
funding support from national governments and 
international organizations. While LDC 
governments have with support from their 
development partners introduced a wide range of 
mitigation measures, delivery and targeting of 
these services have remained a big challenge. 
Many of the agencies tasked with the 
responsibility of delivering these services are 
operating under capacity, raising concerns about 
the effectiveness of the mitigation measures.   
 
The third and last criterion for graduation is the 
Economic and Environmental Vulnerability Index 
(EVI), consisting of eight indicators, namely 
share of agriculture, fisheries and forestry in 
GDP, remoteness and landlockedness, export 
concentration, export instability, share of 
population living in low elevated costal zones, 
population living in drylands, agricultural 
instability, and victims of disasters. CDP issued a 
set of supplementary graduation indicators to 
reflect more completely the vulnerability of LDCs 
not captured by EVI.   
 
Here too it may be too early to spell out 
definitively how the impacts of COVID-19 are 
affecting or are likely to affect EVI and other 
supplementary indicators. If we unbundle the 
EVI, it is possible to get some idea of the 
probable effect on individual indicators that 
together constitute EVI. For example, change in 
the share of agriculture, fisheries, and forestry in 
GDP may not manifest itself in the short run. 
Similarly, changes in the share of population 
living in low elevated coastal zones, population 
living in drylands, agricultural instability, and 
victims of disasters are medium to long-term 

 
21 See also ESCAP, ADB and UNDP (2021) for a discussion of the impacts of the crisis on the region’s progress towards 
sustainable development.  
22 ESCAP (2020a) finds that the Asia-Pacific LDCs as a group are not on track to meet any of the 17 Goals.  

tendencies and may take a longer time to be 
statistically captured. 
 
Indicators like remoteness and landlockedness, 
export concentration, and export instability are 
highly vulnerable to a shock such as the COVID-
19. As discussed before, exports and imports of 
goods and services have been negatively 
affected by COVID-19. Labour-intensive 
manufactured exports, imports of critical capital 
goods and industrial raw materials, and export of 
services in the form of remittance flows and 
tourism receipts have been severely affected by 
the pandemic. However, as indicated already, 
these reversals in HAI and EVI may not have any 
appreciable impact on short-run prospects for 
graduation. What the adverse impacts of COVID-
19 highlights is the urgent need for addressing 
the additional risks and gaps that have been 
revealed by the pandemic including weak 
economic fundamentals, growing inequality, lack 
of economic and export diversification, shortage 
of skilled labour force, the inordinate share of 
informal sector in the economy, slow 
technological progress, and institutional 
weaknesses.  
 
 
3.2 Impacts on achieving SDGs 
 
The adverse impacts of the pandemic will also 
have serious implications for achieving the 
Sustainable Development Goals by 2030.21 Even 
before the onset of the pandemic, the Asia-
Pacific LDCs were lagging in this regard, and 
there was considerable uncertainty about their 
ability to make sufficient progress towards 
achieving the Goals by 2030.22  The pandemic 
has added to that challenge. Prior to the 
outbreak, the Asia-Pacific region as a whole was 
unlikely to achieve any of the 17 Goals by 2030; 
at the present rate of progress, the region is 
expected to achieve only 10 per cent of the 
Sustainable Development Goals targets. 
Notably, however, the region has made some 
progress towards realizing Goal 1 (no poverty), 
Goal 2 (zero hunger), Goal 4 (quality of 
education), Goal 10 (reduced inequalities) and 
Goal 17 (partnership). The most promising 
results are for Goal 3 (good health and well-
being) and Goal 9 (industry, innovation, and 
infrastructure). As for Goal 13 (climate action) 
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and Goal 14 (life below water), the region was 
regressing (ESCAP, 2021a), an alarming  
outcome.   
 
In addition to adversely affecting many aspects of 
the Sustainable Development Goals, the 
mandatory lockdowns and social distancing 
measures instituted to combat the pandemic has 
hampered data collection activities, particularly 
from vulnerable groups, which, in turn, has 
significantly slowed monitoring of the progress in 
achieving the Goals. 
 
As stated in the Istanbul Programme of Action, 
eradication of poverty (Goal 1) remains the 
overarching goal of all developmental efforts in 
the LDCs. Reducing poverty is also key to 
increasing per capita national income, an 
important criterion for reaching the graduation 
threshold. Several countries have recorded high 
incidence of income poverty before the onset of 
COVID-19. According to World Bank estimates,23 
Asia-Pacific LDCs (excluding Afghanistan and 
Cambodia) have average poverty rates of 6.4 per 
cent based on the $1.90-a-day international 
poverty line and 34.5 per cent at the $3.20-a-day 
poverty line (see figure 14). National poverty 

 
23  Estimates from World Bank, PovcalNet database (iresearch.worldbank.org/PovcalNet/home.aspx (accessed 1 February 
2021)).  

rates in Afghanistan and Cambodia − although 
not comparable with the rest of the group – were 
also high. ESCAP estimates that 3.4 million 
additional people in the Asia-Pacific LDCs will be 
pushed into extreme poverty due to the COVID-
19 pandemic in 2021, making it more difficult to 
eradicate absolute poverty by 2030 (Tateno and 
Zoundi, 2021). Apart from COVID-19, climate 
change is likely to push another 100 million into 
poverty by 2030 (World Bank, 2020). Measured 
by multidimensional poverty, which incorporates 
three indicators of well-being namely, monetary 
poverty, access to education and basic 
infrastructure, the challenge facing the Asia-
Pacific LDCs will be daunting.  
 
Achieving zero hunger constitutes SDG 2. One of 
the key indicators used in assessing progress 
towards achieving zero hunger by 2030 is to 
reduce the incidence of stunting among children. 
This objective is also a key indicator in HAI, one 
of the criteria of graduation. Figure 16 illustrates 
the situation in Asia-Pacific LDCs before COVID-
19 hit the world. As a percentage, the number of 
children affected by stunting in most of the LDCs 
was unacceptably high, ranging from 51.7 per 
cent in Timor-Leste to 28.9 per cent in Vanuatu. 

Figure 14. Poverty rates of Asia-Pacific least developed countries 

Source: Authors’ calculation based on estimates from World Bank, PovcalNet database 
(iresearch.worldbank.org/PovcalNet/home.aspx (accessed on 1 February 2021)).  
Notes: Aggregate values (population-weighted averages) are reported for country groups. 
Estimates are for 2018. The poverty rates for Afghanistan (2016) and Cambodia (2018) are 
national level data and retrieved from the Asian Development Bank 
www.adb.org/countries/afghanistan/main and www.adb.org/countries/cambodia/main, 
respectively (accessed 26 March 2021).  



COVID-19 pandemic and the Asia-Pacific LDCs: Impacts, challenges, gaps and way forward32  
 

Children from poor and vulnerable households 
are particularly affected by stunting, and COVID-
19 is expected to worsen that situation as job and 
income losses hit these households the most. 
 
Access to some basic healthcare services has 
been disrupted by COVID-19 with far-reaching 
implications for achieving the SDGs by 2030. As 
a result, there are considerable uncertainties 
whether LDCs will be able to maintain the same 
level of access to basic services as before to 
meet the commitments of reducing maternal 
mortality ratio, infant mortality rate, and child 
mortality rate, some of the critical targets in SDGs. 
Figures 15-18 illustrate the challenges that lie 
ahead for the LDCs. 
 
All LDCs made some progress in reducing 
maternal deaths from 2015 to 2017 (see figure 
15). COVID-19 could, by disrupting access to 
healthcare services, halt this progress and 

possibly reverse the trend, particularly in rural 
and remote areas.  A similar situation could also 
affect the LDCs’ progress made in reducing child 
mortality. All the LDCs made progress in 
reducing infant and under-five mortality rates 
from 2015 to 2019 (see figure 16) but this 
progress has now become uncertain. In terms of 
access to safe drinking water, LDCs have made 
slow progress with an average of slightly more 
than 33 per cent of population who have such an 
access (see figure 17). Another important 
challenge facing the LDCs is providing access to 
handwashing facilities for their people particularly 
in rural and remote areas. Here too little progress 
has been made since 2015 (see figure 18), and 
COVID-19 may reverse whatever progress LDCs 
so far have made. Access to handwashing 
facilities is key in fighting COVID-19 and 
preventing the spread of several other water-
borne diseases. 
 

Figure 15. Maternal mortality ratio (deaths per 100 000 live 
births) 

 
Source: ESCAP DataExplorer, 2020. Accessed on 18 November 2020. 
 
 

Figure 16. Infant and under-five mortality rate (deaths per 
1,000 live births) 

Source: ESCAP DataExplorer, 2020. Accessed on 18 November 2020. 
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In LDCs, most of the services focused on 
reducing maternal mortality and infant and child 
mortality are provided by government agencies 
and non-governmental organizations which have 
been adversely affected by lockdowns and travel 
restrictions, reducing their effectiveness in 
reaching these two critical groups.  

Figure 17. Population using safely managed drinking water (% 
of population) 

 
Source: ESCAP DataExplorer, 2020. Accessed on 18 November 2020. 
 
 

Figure 18. Population with basic handwashing facilities on 
premises (% of population) 

 
Source: ESCAP DataExplorer, 2020. Accessed on 18 November 2020. 
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4. Lessons learned and policy 
priorities for the next programme 
of action for LDCs: Way Forward 
 
 
 
The Fifth United Nations Conference of the Least 
Developed Countries, to be held in Doha in 
January 2022, will present a fresh opportunity to 
craft a new international agenda for supporting 
LDCs in their efforts to achieve sustainable 
development and put them on a firm footing for 
graduation and attain smooth transition.  

 
Despite progress made by the Asia-Pacific LDCs 
in implementing the Istanbul Programme of 
Action, high vulnerabilities to external shocks will 
continue to loom large in their efforts to achieve 
sustainable development. The next programme 
of action must, therefore, address the unfinished 
business of the Istanbul Programme of Action 
and incorporate the lessons learned from the 
devastating impacts of the COVID-19 pandemic. 
In the aftermath of the pandemic, Asia-Pacific 
LDCs must focus on reviving economic growth 
and diversifying their economies through a 
process that supports green development, 
strengthens public health and social protection 
systems, improves digital access and 
connectivity, enhances governance and 
strengthens their institutions. To implement many 
of these measures, they will need financial 
resources and technical support, which, without 
strengthened cooperation from the international 
community, will be an uphill struggle.  
 
 

4.1 Initiating a sustained socioeconomic 
recovery in the aftermath of the 
pandemic 

 

(a) Reviving growth and jumpstarting the 
recovery 

 
Reviving economic growth will be a significant 
challenge for LDCs, given their undiversified 
economies. They will have to restart their 
shuttered economies in a period of heightened 
risks and uncertainty. The tasks of restarting 

business enterprises, rehiring workers, reviving 
supply chains, and resuming exports and imports 
will need considerable efforts, resources, and 
innovative initiatives. There are two sets of 
challenges here: reviving growth to the pre-crisis 
level and taking it to a higher plane as well as 
ensuring that the new growth path is self-
sustaining, resilient, and inclusive.     
  
One of the key lessons learnt from the 
implementation of IPoA is the critical role of 
economic growth in alleviating poverty, creating 
jobs, and ensuring an equitable supply of and 
access to public services and the 
interconnections between sound macroeconomic 
policy and inclusive growth. LDCs that have 
pursued prudent macroeconomic policies 
achieved higher economic growth and better 
social outcomes. COVID-19 has also highlighted 
the vital importance of macroeconomic policies in 
designing effective stimulus packages in 
preventing further losses in output and jobs as 
well as addressing the unanticipated socio-
economic consequences of the crisis.  
 
As seen in the preceding section, most of the 
Asian LDCs experienced a steep fall in growth, 
severely limiting their capacity for responding to 
the crisis. Already fragile budgetary situations 
came under renewed and additional stress, 
widening national debt, disrupting financial 
systems, and increasing external debt. 
Governments of all Asia-Pacific LDCs will have to 
– in the short to medium-term - continue with 
many of the economic stimulus and relief 
packages they introduced in the aftermath of the 
pandemic, centring around monetary and fiscal 
policies and measures, to revive growth and put 
the LDCs on the path to resilient recovery. In this 
context, reviving economic growth only will not be 
sufficient; this needs to be done in a manner that 
helps facilitate economic diversification and 
structural transformation and advance their 
social development objectives.  
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Interest rate reductions and waivers for loans, 
debt and corporate tax relief, tax deferrals, credit 
guarantee schemes, refinancing loans, 
concessional lending, waivers of utility bills, direct 
fiscal transfers to businesses and households, 
liquidity support to the financial system, and 
social protection measures including cash 
transfers and supply of subsidized food to poor 
and vulnerable groups – which were introduced 
in response to the pandemic -  will have to be 
continued to further mitigate the economic and 
social impacts of the pandemic and lay the 
conditions for sustained and inclusive economic 
recovery. Combined with the arrival of the 
COVID-19 vaccines, these policies and 
measures can be expected to assist businesses 
to reopen, rehire their laid-off and furloughed 
workers, re-stablish supply chains, and move 
around goods and services. While continuing 
with many of these polices and packages, care 
must be taken to ensure that these policies and 
instruments are used efficiently, productively, 
and equitably.  
 
Many jobs and businesses will have been lost 
permanently with medium to long-term impacts 
on intergenerational distribution of assets and 
access to resources. New generation economic 
recovery policies will have to facilitate and 
nurture the emergence of new forms of 
entrepreneurial activities and create an 
investment climate conducive to the 
development of productive capacities. These 
policies will also need to consider the long-term 
impacts on other development outcomes such as 
poverty reduction, access to public services such 
as health and education, food security, and 
nutritional status of women and children 
particularly in low-income households.  It will also 
be necessary to revisit some of the key 
assumptions and components of current growth 
polices and strategies so that future development 
paths contribute to climate resilient development. 
 
In coping with the COVID-19 pandemic, it was a 
challenge for LDC governments to reach all 
income groups and geographical areas of their 
countries particularly rural and remote regions. In 
the recovery phase, efforts should be made to 
redress this imbalance in delivering fiscal and 
other forms of support.  All the LDCs were able 
to access increased financial support from their 
development partners. These scarce resources 
need to be utilized more productively and 
equitably. Meeting many of these objectives 

would require a significant upscaling of the 
capacity and efficiency of government and other 
allied institutions. 
 

(b) Strengthening public health systems 
 
The COVID-19 crisis has revealed the close 
connection between a public health crisis, a 
strong social protection system and its impact on 
economic and social development. Therefore, 
governments will also need to increase 
investment in strengthening public health and 
social protection systems to preserve 
development gains and build resilience.  Clearly, 
the pandemic has also underscored the 
necessity for national preparedness in 
anticipating and coping with external shocks, 
including pandemics and environmental 
disasters which can give rise to significant 
economic and social costs.  
 
Increased investment in healthcare infrastructure 
such as hospitals, clinics, medical equipment, 
and critical medicine will be needed. There is also 
an urgent need to increase the supply of 
healthcare workers such as doctors, nurses, and 
midwives, particularly in rural areas. LDCs need 
to invest in early warning systems so that they 
have the necessary knowledge, skills, tools, and 
resources to deal with future public health crises. 
ESCAP research finds that Asia-Pacific region 
needs an additional investment of $880 million 
annually by 2030 in its health system to 
strengthen emergency preparedness, improve 
risk management, and increase response 
capacity (ESCAP, 2019). 
 
The pandemic has affected different income and 
social groups differently. In designing a more 
robust health system, these groups need to be 
prioritized particularly the poor, low- income 
households, women and children, people living 
with disabilities, elderly people, and people with 
underlying health conditions. 
 
Vaccines against COVID-19 have started to be 
administered in several countries. However, 
there are growing concerns that developing 
countries may not be able to access these 
vaccines in near future, thereby severely 
constraining their efforts at containing the 
pandemic. There are also concerns about the 
capacities of these countries to undertake the 
mammoth tasks of vaccinating millions of their 
citizens within a short period of time. The best 
hope for these countries including LDCs is 
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COVAX – COVID-19 Vaccines Access Facility - 
a coalition between the World Health 
Organization (WHO), the Global Vaccine Alliance 
(GAVI), and the Coalition for Epidemic 
Preparedness Innovations (CEPI). COVAX aims 
to ensure that vaccines are shared fairly by all 
countries rich and poor. It has concluded 
agreements to access nearly 2 billion doses of 
several COVID-19 vaccines and made 
arrangement to secure additional doses through 
donor support (WHO, 2020). Under current 
agreements, all 190 participating countries and 
eligible economies including LDCs are expected 
to have access to doses to protect their 
vulnerable groups in the first half of 2021. Under 
Gavi COVAX AMC, 92 economies will be eligible 
to access 1.3 billion donor-funded doses. This 
should cover up to 20 per cent of their population 
by the end of 2021 (WHO, 2020). Given the 
underdeveloped health infrastructure and the 
daunting tasks ahead of inoculating vast 
numbers of their citizens within a short period of 
time, LDCs will need significantly strengthened 
international support and assistance in meeting 
their vaccination targets.  
 

(c) Re-tooling financial systems and 
resource mobilization strategies  

 
The COVID-19 pandemic put the financial 
systems of LDCs under great stress and exposed 
several deficiencies. The pandemic plunged the 
world economy in deep recession and sent shock 
waves through financial markets. Although the 
financial systems of LDCs are less integrated 
with global and regional financial markets, their 
banking sector came under considerable stress. 
Even before the pandemic, banking systems in 
several LDCs were facing serious challenges 
with bad debts and under-capitalization. Many 
state-owned commercial banks required regular 
annual budgetary support to continue their 
operations.  As businesses failed due to the 
COVID-19 pandemic, non-performing loans have 
piled up and pose serious threat to financial 
stability. LDCs’ domestic resource mobilization 
efforts have also suffered as banks and other 
financial institutions were forced to curtail their 
operations. Post-COVID-19 recovery strategies 
can be tailored to address the gaps that have 
held back financial deepening in LDCs. In 
addition to expanding the range of financial 
products and services, digitization of banking and 
financial operations should receive priority 
attention.  

 
LDCs will have to reassess their financial and 
banking polices and strategies to cope with future 
financial shocks. Concerted efforts must be made 
to recover non-performing loans and improve the 
liquidity of the banking sector. Many state-owned 
banks and financial institutions require urgent 
reforms including further deregulation, 
corporatization of management and privatization. 
Increased financial cooperation with other 
countries in the region will need to be expedited. 
Existing forums for exchanging information and 
best practices among central bank governors and 
finance ministry officials can be strengthened.  
 

(d) Expanding trade and moving up in the 
value chains 

 
The pandemic highlighted the importance of 
export diversification, moving up the international 
value chains, and harnessing new and emerging 
technologies. LDCs will need to invest more 
resources in diversifying their economies and 
expand their export base, move more 
aggressively in manufacturing goods that are 
competitive in international markets, and explore 
new markets to reduce their dependence on few 
developed economies. The cost of doing 
business is still quite high in Asia-Pacific LDCs. 
Regulatory requirements remain cumbersome 
and inimical to enterprise and risk taking. Poor 
infrastructure increases costs and discourages 
new investments. LDCs will have to move 
decisively to improve their investment climate so 
that domestic as well as foreign investors find it 
worthwhile to invest in new manufacturing 
activities, increase exports, and create new jobs.   
 
With their undiversified export baskets suffering 
significantly from disruptions in regional and 
global supply chains, LDCs will do well to 
minimise their exposure to future risk and 
uncertainty, by diversifying their economic 
structures and positioning themselves as 
potential locations in emerging global and 
regional supply chains. This could significantly 
expand their trade capacity and enable them to 
move up international value chains. Doing so will 
require creation of appropriate business climate, 
increased investment in infrastructure and 
transport connectivity, improvement of the skills 
of their work force, and simplification of their 
regulatory environment. 
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4.2 Taking an integrated approach to 
addressing multidimensional poverty 

 

(a) Tackling the needs of the poor and 
vulnerable groups 

 
The report of the Secretary-General on the 
implementation of the IPoA states that “A road 
map to eradicate extreme poverty and address 
food security and hunger in the LDCs stands out 
as a top priority”24. This is due to the serious gaps 
that remained in reaching the goals and targets 
set in the IPoA and the SDGs. The pandemic 
accentuated those gaps and revealed the 
continuing vulnerability of the poor and marginal 
groups to economic shocks and downstream 
effects of the pandemic, indicating the need for 
significantly increased investments in eradicating 
poverty and improving their resilience.  
 
In addition to addressing the unfinished agenda, 
it is important to recognize that the nature of 
poverty is changing and becoming much more 
multidimensional and complex to address. 
Inequalities in income, wealth and consumption 
and new drivers of inequalities, such as 
technology, demand innovative solutions. In 
addressing this, LDCs will have to go beyond 
monetary measures of poverty and undertake 
efforts on a wide range of deprivations faced by 
the poor and vulnerable households, including 
access to education and basic infrastructure, 
such as internet (World Bank, 2020).  
 
As was seen before, the pandemic caused 
widespread losses in jobs and output; it also led 
to immense hardship for low- income groups and 
rural households. Working women suffered 
disproportionately more as they had to shoulder 
increased household responsibilities, often 
facing greater levels of domestic and other forms 
of violence. Sustainable and inclusive economic 
growth together with increased investments in 
improving the economic and social status of poor 
and marginal groups remain some of the most 
effective ways to reduce poverty and support the 
inclusion of poor and vulnerable groups in LDCs’ 
development process.  
 
The COVID-19 pandemic seriously disrupted 
access to health, education, safe drinking water 
and sanitation services, particularly by the poor 
and vulnerable groups. Consequently, LDCs will 

 
24 A/75/72-E/2020/14. 

find it more challenging to achieve the SDGs by 
2030. Governments will have to scale up their 
investments in education, health, water, and 
sanitation services and ensure that poor and 
vulnerable groups can access these services.  
 
Combating hunger and ensuring food security will 
continue to remain an urgent challenge. Specific 
and targeted policies and programmes will be 
needed in reducing malnutrition and prevent 
stunting. Governments will also have to step up 
investments in basic infrastructure with a 
particular focus on poor households in rural and 
remote areas. These basic infrastructure 
services include access to rural roads, electricity, 
transport and communication, and water and 
irrigation services. Access to basic infrastructure 
at affordable prices is also vitally important in 
addressing multidimensional poverty.    
 
Urban poor, women working in informal sector 
with no job security, unemployed youth, girl 
children particularly in rural areas, an aging 
population, internally displaced populations due 
to climate change, and migrant workers face 
specific vulnerabilities, requiring specific policy 
attention and increased investments in their 
health, education, housing, and employment 
opportunities.  
 
Robust and comprehensive social protection 
systems can support people in times of 
unanticipated large shocks, stabilize aggregate 
demand and prevent an economy from falling into 
deep recession. Social protection systems can 
also go a long way to protect the poor and 
vulnerable groups from the vagaries of economic 
cycles and help prevent them falling into poverty. 
Most LDCs lack such robust and comprehensive 
social protection systems as demonstrated by the 
pandemic. Whatever social protection measures 
existed at the time IPoA was adopted proved 
quite ineffective during the pandemic, 
highlighting the need for expanding both the 
scope and coverage of social protection systems 
in LDCs. In the near term, LDCs should scale up 
existing social protection measures such as 
vulnerable feeding programmes, public works 
projects, school meals programmes, free rural 
clinics, and conditional cash transfer schemes. 
Community-based organizations can be used in 
delivering many of these services. In the medium 
to long term, LDCs need to prioritize 
strengthening their social protection systems and 
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explore options viz a viz consolidating their 
financial viability by gradually introducing 
contributory universal unemployment benefit 
schemes, health insurance, old age pension, and 
disability allowances. 
 
(b) Strengthening productive capacity and 

promoting economic diversification 
 
Building and deepening productive capacity in 
LDCs as a group has remained an unfinished 
agenda (Razzaque and Tateno, 2021). Several 
Asia-Pacific LDCs have been more successful in 
building productive capacity and achieving 
structural transformation. For instance, 
Bangladesh, Cambodia, Lao PDR, Myanmar and 
Nepal have been successful in making the 
transition to “more modern and better performing 
economic structures” (UNCTAD, 2020). 
According to this report, manufacturing sector’s 
contribution to GDP rose from 12 per cent in 2001 
to 19 per cent in 2017. Similarly, the sector’s 
share in employment rose from 8 per cent in 2001 
to 12 per cent in 2017.  
 
This is good news for the Asia-Pacific LDCs. 
However, strengthening productive capacity and 
promoting economic diversification will also be 
critically important in addressing 
multidimensional poverty that they continue to 
face. Although several Asia-Pacific LDCs have 
achieved some measure of success in achieving 
structural transformation from agriculture-based 
to manufacturing-oriented growth, COVID-19 has 
exposed the vulnerability and weakness of their 
economic foundations. Particularly, a successful 
productive capacity strategy must go beyond 
traditional measures and address the multitude of 
deprivations faced by the poor and vulnerable 
groups. In that regard, addressing 
multidimensional poverty and development of 
productive capacity could be complementary to 
each other and should be pursued 
simultaneously. This would require the 
incorporation of employment generation and 
spatial development as explicit objectives in their 
productive capacity development strategies. 
Additionally, LDCs need to be much more 
strategic in pursuing productive capacity 
development policies and programmes and focus 
on producing more complex and differentiated 
products with greater emphasis on digital 
technologies. They can achieve these mutually 
reinforcing objectives by investing more in digital 
technology, physical infrastructure, and green 

energy. They should also put greater emphasis 
on adopting innovative work practices, fostering 
skills development and improving working 
conditions, and promoting greater private sector 
role in the economy. Added to this, LDC 
Governments in partnership with their private 
sector will have to come forward with supporting 
policy packages and work together in a much 
more strategic way than in the past.  
 
SMEs have a key role in productive capacity 
development and should attract more policy 
attention as they will continue to remain highly 
significant in generating employment, incomes, 
exports, and government revenue in LDCs. 
Revitalizing SMEs will therefore form a critical 
component in strategies for further enhancing 
productive capacity in the LDCs. SMEs and 
micro-enterprises can also become powerful 
platforms in reducing income poverty and 
addressing other dimensions of deprivations 
faced by the poor.  
 
These enterprises have suffered badly due to the 
COVID-19 pandemic. Government lockdowns 
and disruptions in supply chains and cancellation 
of orders forced many of them to cease 
operations, lay off workers and lose market 
shares. Continued macroeconomic support and 
other forms of support will be needed to restart 
these enterprises, resume production, and rehire 
workers who were laid off or furloughed. 
Resumption of SME operations provide a fresh 
opportunity for introducing new and innovative 
digital technologies in improving their productive 
capacity and penetrate new markets particularly 
export markets. For that to happen, market-
based government policy support will be critical.  
 
 

4.3 Adjusting to the new normal and 
effective pursuit of SDGs 

 

(a) Pursuing carbon-neutral growth 
strategies to mitigate the climate crisis 

 
Climate change has increasingly become a 
significant threat to the LDCs. Increased urban 
transport congestion and pollution posed serious 
health hazards and caused GDP losses due to 
time wasted in commuting to work and 
transporting goods and services. Global warming 
due to increased carbon emissions intensified 
cyclones, storm surges, and periodic flooding, 
causing huge economic losses and displacement 
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of vulnerable populations. Rising sea levels led to 
inundation and increased salinity in coastal areas 
of countries like Bangladesh and Myanmar, 
making vast tracts of land unfit for agriculture, 
inland fishery, and human habitation. For several 
Pacific LDCs, climate change posed an 
existential threat. Poor and vulnerable groups 
suffered most from climate change 
consequences. 
 
The COVID-19 pandemic has brought some 
temporary environmental relief to the Asia-Pacific 
LDCs. The slowing of economic activities on the 
back of reduced transport and manufacturing 
activities and energy has spurred some 
favourable environmental impacts through 
reductions in carbon emissions and improvement 
in air quality. Water quality also has improved 
temporarily because of the reduced economic 
activities and seaborne trade (ESCAP, 2020b).  
 
These effects are likely to be short-lived and 
should in no way shift attention from prevailing 
unsustainable production and consumption 
patterns. Pollution levels have rebounded, and 
despite the unprecedented severity and duration 
of the global economic recession, it is estimated 
that global greenhouse gas emissions fell by only 
6.4 per cent (Tollefson, 2021). In some cases, 
environmental rules and regulations were 
relaxed as part of short-term mitigation 
responses to the pandemic, resulting in reduced 
enforcement and less funding for environmental 
protection (Helm, 2020). The pandemic has also 
led to a surge in plastic pollution, as single-use 
face masks, gloves and other non-degradable 
personal protection items and medical waste are 
being dumped in water bodies, rivers and oceans, 
posing a significantly heightened risk to human 
health, marine life and ecosystems. 
 
Although the positive environmental impacts 
have been transient, the COVID-19 pandemic 
has highlighted that government policy is still 
highly relevant in pursuing carbon neutral, 
resilient growth strategies. It has shown the key 
role governments can play in introducing clean 
technologies and encouraging carbon neutral 
consumption and productions systems through 
the adoption appropriate incentives and policies. 
Some of the key sectors that Asia-Pacific LDC 
policymakers should target are increased use of 
clean energy in transport and communication, 
greening supply chains and transport logistics, 
and retrofitting plants and factories with green 
technologies. Increased emphasis on digital 

technologies can also go a long way in promoting 
sustainable and resilient green growth strategies.  
 
Although LDCs have already taken more 
progressive measures on climate action, the 
pandemic has exposed their vulnerability to 
environmental factors. This serves as a reminder 
that there are other areas with opportunities ripe 
for introducing green technologies, such as in 
food production and distribution systems, and 
adopting sustainable agricultural practices 
through the introduction of climate-smart and 
organic farming techniques. New breakthroughs 
in solar, wind and wave energy technologies 
have drastically reduced costs and made them 
commercially viable and affordable to most LDCs. 
In rural areas, increased electrification with a 
particular focus on supplying clean electricity to 
households can go a long way in reducing their 
dependence on cooking fuels, which remains one 
of the main health hazards for the rural women. 
There are also opportunities to launch 
sustainable reforestation programmes, creating 
open spaces, and introducing improved waste 
management practices, all of which can help 
pave the way for greening LDC economies. 
These strengthened efforts can form important 
elements of the recovery of LDCs in the pursuit 
of sustainable development strategies. As LDCs 
lack capacity and resources to pursue effective 
climate resilient policies and programmes, they 
need increased international support to build 
stronger capacity to minimize and address loss 
and damages associated with climate change 
impacts, including extreme weather events and 
slow onset of events. 
 

(b) Harvesting digital opportunities and 
accelerating digital transformation 

 
The pandemic has demonstrated the growing 
importance of digital technologies, which are 
drastically changing production, distribution, and 
consumption patterns. In many countries, the 
pandemic has accelerated the process of digital 
transformation and created new job opportunities 
for those with the right skills in such sectors as 
information technology, robotics, e-health, e-
commerce and IT-enabled technologies. 
Businesses in which staff and workers can work 
from home have thrived. Future smart 
workplaces will demand soft skills with 
competencies in digital technologies. 
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As explained earlier, the COVID-19 pandemic 
has led to massive job losses in LDCs, 
particularly in the service sector, such as 
hospitality, travel, tourism, and restaurants and 
cafes. Significant jobs have also been lost in 
labour-intensive export-oriented manufacturing 
enterprises and small- and medium-sized 
enterprises. Increased adoption of digital 
technologies and connectivity is one of the paths 
ahead for the LDCs to create job opportunities 
and improve their economies. For that to happen, 
LDCs need to prepare for this structural 
transformation by investing in new and emerging 
digital technologies and reskilling their work force. 
Investments in digital literacy need to be made 
from early education right through to the higher 
level of academia. Governments and private 
businesses must collaborate to identify growth 
sectors in which demand for IT-enabled services 
will increase and adopt appropriate policies to 
encourage the development of those sectors. In 
that regard, there is need for policy discussions 
and exchange of good practices and lessons 
learned on inclusive digital transformation and 
improved digital governance to ensure more 
equitable, sustainable, and resilient societies in 
LDCs.  
 
The pandemic also has demonstrated how the 
lack of digital technology and connectivity has 
seriously affected the ability of health and 
education systems in Asia-Pacific LDCs to 
respond effectively to its adverse consequences. 
A growing digital divide within and across 
countries of the region has left Asia-Pacific LDCs 
least able to cope with the pandemic in the region. 
Low-income households and vulnerable groups 
within Asia-Pacific LDCs could not be reached by 
the health systems because of the lack of digital 
resilience, a phenomenon that is also likely to 
affect the recovery process, including the 
vaccination programmes that are being launched. 
Lack of digital technology and connectivity and 
the growing divide along income and spatial 
levels has prevented these vulnerable groups to 
access e-learning, social protection systems and 
employment creation schemes. 
 

(c) Strengthening the 2020 Agenda 
implementation strategies in the 
aftermath of the pandemic 

 
Although several LDCs achieved some progress, 
Asia-Pacific LDCs as a group have been falling 
behind in achieving the SDGs by 2030, and the 

COVID-19 pandemic has further complicated 
LDCs’ efforts and severely slowed down the rate 
of progress required to achieve the SDGs by the 
target year. Strategies, policies, and 
programmes followed by the LDCs since 2015 
have proved quite inadequate and need to be 
further strengthened, taking into account the 
impacts of the pandemic on prospects for 
achieving the SDGs. LDCs will have to renew 
their commitment to SDGs and pursue policies 
and strategies that promote pro-poor growth and 
ensure distributional justice. SDG 
implementation mechanisms will also have to be 
strengthened. They will need to scale up social 
sector investments, eliminate systematic 
disparities in accessing public services, improve 
efficiency and equity in delivering services, 
include beneficiary groups in implementing 
development projects and programmes, and 
ensure greater transparency and accountability 
in managing development resources.  
 
 

4.4 Revitalizing international and regional 
cooperation 

 

(a) Expanding and deepening international 
cooperation in building resilience and 
addressing the impacts of the pandemic  

 
Least developed countries and their 
development partners need to adopt an 
integrated approach to regional and subregional 
cooperation in order to effectively build resilience 
and address the impacts of the COVID-19 
pandemic. Urgent regional and subregional 
measures supported by the international 
community and their development partners 
including through existing mechanisms, 
agreements and initiatives, can serve as valuable 
platforms for promoting regional and subregional 
cooperation. International and regional 
cooperation is also vitally important for protecting 
and restoring ecosystems for building and 
deepening resilience to internal and external 
shocks and contributing to the graduation and 
transition process of LDCs. 
 
ESCAP (2021b) highlights the importance of 
policy choices and structural factors in enhancing 
resilience and indicates several measures that 
can be adopted in that regard. LDCs, in general, 
have fallen behind on almost all these measures, 
compared to regional peers and advanced 
economies. Highlighted as significant “resilient 
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gaps” by ESCAP (2021b), they come in the form 
of limited market access for sovereign borrowing, 
shortcomings in the macroeconomic policy 
framework, low social protection expenditures, 
poor quality of infrastructure, and low levels of 
economic diversification and productive capacity. 
International support and regional cooperation 
are vitally needed to close some of these 
resilience gaps. While the international 
community has recognized the need for strong 
and tailored support to these countries for some 
time, actual implementation has been weak, as 
reflected in the shortfall in ODA. There is a 
longstanding commitment by developed 
countries to provide the equivalent of 0.15 to 0.20 
per cent of their GNI in the form of ODA to LDCs. 
However, in 2017, only 7 of the 29 Organisation 
for Economic Co-operation and Development 
(OECD) Development Assistance Committee 
member countries have fulfilled this commitment; 
had all donors honoured their pledge, LDCs 
would have received an additional $33 billion to 
$58 billion in 2017 (UNCTAD, 2019). These 
resources urgently need to be scaled up to 
implement resilience-enhancing actions in the 
most vulnerable countries. In addition, debt relief 
measures together with increased assistance in 
accessing COVID-19 vaccines and technical 
assistance in rebuilding their public health 
systems must also be taken.  
 

(b) Strengthening international support 
measures for graduation process 

 
As noted before, the COVID-19 pandemic and its 
adverse impacts on LDCs have raised new 
concerns in addressing LDC graduation issues 
and introduced a new set of uncertainties. The 
pandemic and its economic and social impacts 
clearly show that LDCs, including those 
recommended and considered for graduation, 
remain highly vulnerable to internal and external 
shocks. These countries have not acquired the 
requisite resilience and capacity to withstand 
external shocks, implying that the preparations 
for LDC graduation may need to be revisited. 
Greater coordination among LDCs could be 
useful in undertaking preparations for graduation. 
 
Accordingly, more comprehensive international 
support measures for graduating and graduated 
LDCs are needed. International support 
measures for LDCs have, to date, included duty-
free quota-free access for their exports, various 

 
25 See, for instance, ESCAP (2020d).  

special and differentiated treatment provisions 
for trade, concessional and priority access to 
ODA, and certain flexibilities afforded under the 
Agreement on Trade-Related Aspects of 
Intellectual Property (TRIPS Agreement). These 
support measures have been useful in varying 
degrees in expanding LDC exports to developed 
country markets. Notable beneficiaries of the 
Agreement are Bangladesh, Bhutan, Cambodia 
and Myanmar. Once graduated, LDCs will - after 
a transitional phase – lose access to trade-
related international support measures, resulting 
in the erosion of preferential tariff margins for 
their exports. Other benefits likely to be phased 
out are favourable terms of rules of origin, 
exemptions from limits on trade-related subsidies, 
and some flexibilities granted under multilateral 
and regional trade agreements. The cumulative 
impacts of phasing out these measures could be 
significant for some LDCs if they are not prepared 
for these changes.25  
 
Least developed countries need to take an 
integrated approach and start negotiations with 
key trading partners and multilateral financial 
institutions to retain and deepen favourable 
market access provisions and scale up 
engagements with new and potential markets, 
using existing and new regional trading 
agreements and preferential trading 
arrangements (ESCAP, 2020d). There is also a 
need to use the crisis-related provisions of 
regional trade agreements to help LDCs become 
more resilient. The next generation of 
international support measures must address the 
fundamental structural weaknesses of LDCs, 
including operationalizing LDC-specific 
preferential treatment for services and service 
suppliers.  
 
A more effective monitoring mechanism for 
graduating and graduated countries with 
increased incentives for countries to participate 
in that mechanism is needed (United Nations, 
Committee for Development Policy, 2021). The 
mechanism should also incorporate a response 
process. Tangible proposals in that regard could 
be presented at the next Asia-Pacific regional 
meeting on the implementation of the Istanbul 
Programme of Action scheduled to be held in 
Dhaka in June 2021. A graduation support facility, 
currently being piloted by Vanuatu, will be 
reviewed at the regional meeting and could be 
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launched there (United Nations, Committee for 
Development Policy, 2021).  
 
For their part, LDCs need to tackle some of their 
supply and structural issues and challenges 
much more strategically and with greater vigour 
to facilitate their graduation process. Some 
suggested actions are the following: introduction 
of appropriate policy adjustments; significantly 
increase investments in new and innovative 
production technologies, transformative digital 
technologies, skills formation and upgrading, and 
market research; and information sharing. 
Competitiveness based on productive capacity 
development and productivity gains and smart, 
green and flexible production techniques should 
be key parts of the strategy to embark on 
effective graduation process. 

(c) Better leveraging of ODA and other 
financial flows 

 
The future of ODA and other forms of financial 
flows remain uncertain. ODA as a percentage of 
GDP has been declining for several LDCs. This 
declining trend needs to be reversed. Several 
major traditional donors and multilateral financial 
institutions are also reorienting their ODA policies 
and moving away from financing big 
infrastructure projects to supporting health, 
education, water and sanitation, and social 
protection programmes with a particular focus on 
poverty alleviation and creation of social safety 
nets. This process is expected to accelerate in 
the coming years.  
 
Several bilateral donors such as China and India 
have become more active in supporting 
infrastructure development and regional 
connectivity. While fully utilizing all available 
official development resources for meeting their 
social development objectives, LDCs have new 
opportunities for accessing infrastructure 
development loans. The key consideration facing 
the LDCs is to exploit the complementarities 
between social sector borrowings and 
infrastructure development financing so that they 
become mutually reinforcing. Both multilateral 
and bilateral ODA should also be used to reduce 
rural-urban development gaps and promote 
digital connectivity.  
 
Similar considerations need to guide LDC 
decisions to attract FDI and use remittances as a 
development resource, both of which should 
primarily be used for improving the productive 

capacity of LDCs and generating employment 
opportunities with an increased focus on youth 
and women. Since both FDI and remittances are 
private flows, government’s role will mostly be 
concerned with creating the right conditions for 
fostering better investment climate and 
promoting entrepreneurial capacities. 
 

(d) Building infrastructure and strengthening 
regional and subregional connectivity 

 
Weak infrastructure and underdeveloped 
regional and sub-regional connectivity have 
greatly hampered the progress in implementing 
the IPoA. The next programme of action needs to 
address this gap and mobilize global, regional, 
and sub-regional support in closing that gap.   
 
Asia-Pacific LDCs continue to be at a competitive 
disadvantage due to their poor quality of 
infrastructure and limited regional and 
subregional connectivity. This infrastructure and 
connectivity deficit has not only prevented them 
from acquiring productive capacity; it has also 
increased their costs in trading with their 
neighbours and hampered timely delivery of 
manufactured exports for regional and global 
markets. For them, regional and subregional 
integration has remained an unmet task.  
 
Significant opportunities exist for strengthening 
regional and subregional connectivity for LDCs, 
particularly in South and Southeast Asia. 
Prominent among them are ESCAP-led Asian 
Highway network (AH) and Trans-Asian Railway 
network (TAR) and other development corridors 
such as the Greater Mekong Subregion 
Economic Cooperation Programme and the 
China-Indochina Peninsula Economic Corridor. 
With support from ESCAP and other 
development partners, several LDCs have 
continued to participate in these regional and 
subregional connectivity initiatives. The next 
programme of action needs to recognize these 
initiatives and mobilize additional financial and 
technical support to complete the missing links 
and develop further their multi-modal transport 
and communication systems.    
 

(e) Improving data and statistical capacity 
 
Lack of timely data and information is a critical 
gap in fully assessing the economic and social 
impacts of the COVID-19 pandemic.  More 
generally, lack of timely data has been a major 
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constraint in reporting the progress in 
implementing the IPoA and achieving the SDGs. 
LDCs need to do more in improving their data 
and statistical capacity. Considerable scope 
exists for regional cooperation in building national 
statistical capacity to provide timely data and 
information on new and emerging threats such as 
the COVID-19 pandemic. There will be a 
continuing need for robust statistical systems to 
monitor progress in implementing the next 
programme of action for LDCs including 
preparations for graduation and assessing 
progress in achieving the Sustainable 
Development Goals. 
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Conclusion 
 
 
 
As the COVID-19 pandemic became a global 
pandemic, Asia-Pacific LDCs, with their weak 
initial conditions, were least prepared to cope 
with the adverse of impacts of the pandemic. 
These weak initial conditions have amplified the 
impact of the pandemic in these countries even 
though not many cases were reported inside 
them. Asia-Pacific LDCs continue to rely highly 
on sectors that have been hit hard by the 
pandemic, such as manufacturing for 
Bangladesh, Cambodia, Lao PDR and Myanmar 
and tourism for the Pacific LDCs. Due to the 
presence of large informal sector and the lack of 
social protection, job losses have directly 
translated into income losses, highlighting limited 
buffer in the social system. Generally, low per 
capita income and little personal savings meant 
households had limited personal buffer to cope 
with the pandemic.  With limited policy buffer, 
LDCs also have low policy response capacity 
compared to non-LDCs. All these factors are 
further compounded with bleak prospects of 
external conditions such as ODA, FDI and 
remittances.  
 
Consequently, when the pandemic hit, all 12 
LDCs suffered significant declines in their 
economic growth performance. Their nascent 
manufacturing capacity particularly businesses in 
export-oriented industries and small and medium 
enterprises have come under severe stress with 
losses in output and exports.  Widespread job 
losses specially in the informal sector have 
increased poverty and vulnerability of a large 
number of people. Disruptions in agriculture has 
increased food insecurity and possibly 
malnutrition particularly among women and 
children in poor households.  Declines in external 
resource flows and an almost complete halt in 
travel and tourism have hit several LDCs hard 
with serious implications for their current account.    
 
Implementation of the Istanbul Programme of 
Action, graduation from LDC status, and 
achievement of SDGs go hand in hand for the 
LDCs to realize their development aspirations. It 
is clear LDCs cannot do it alone as the adverse 
impacts of COVID-19 have crippled their 
economies and destroyed their development 
gains. Polices and support measures must take 

that into account and mainstream resilience and 
capacity building as key objectives in those 
policies and measures. Strengthened regional 
cooperation and significantly increased 
international support measures will be needed for 
the LDCs to mitigate these adverse impacts and 
build back better in facing future challenges.  
 
There are hopes to build back better. Global and 
regional trade and investment are poised to pick 
up speed in 2021 as vaccines become widely 
available, economies begin to open, and 
consumer confidence returns. Asia-Pacific region 
is expected to lead the global economic revival. 
The recent signing of the largest trading block, 
Regional Comprehensive Economic Partnership 
(RCEP) agreement, has brightened prospects for 
increased trade and investment, although the 
impacts on those LDCs outside the block remain 
uncertain. COVID-19 has seen reduction in CO2 
emissions due to travel restrictions, lock downs 
and stay home orders and closing of non-
essential business enterprises. Treatments are 
getting better and new vaccines will soon be 
available, eventually putting a stop to the spread 
of COVID-19. Technological progress and 
innovations offer a chance to adopt more efficient 
production techniques, strengthen connectivity, 
reorganize work practices, improve productivity, 
and transform delivery of key services such as 
health and education. In going forward, LDCs 
need to design and implement appropriate 
policies and programmes that will help to create 
resilience, reduce vulnerability, and usher in 
more sustainable development pathways. 
 
Least developed countries made some 
significant progress in implementing the IPoA but 
failed to acquire the required resilience in coping 
with an external shock such as the COVID-19 
pandemic. Although unprecedented in nature, 
the pandemic exposed serious policy gaps and 
exacerbated their existing vulnerabilities. 
Consequently, the pandemic imposed significant 
economic and social costs on the LDCs and set 
them further behind in achieving the SDGs by 
2030. The next programme of action is expected 
to be formulated against this background and will 
require an integrated approach along a broad 
range of issues and development imperatives.  
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The next programme of action will also need to 
be robust enough to improve the resilience and 
capacities of LDCs in addressing new and 
emerging challenges and harvesting 
opportunities that lie ahead. Economic growth 
supported by prudent macroeconomic policies 
will retain its key role in reducing poverty and 
integrating the vulnerable groups in development 
process. Well targeted policies and adequately 
funded initiatives and interventions will be 
needed along a broad range of development 
issues and concerns including rebuilding 
financial systems, enhancing and deepening 
productive capacity, better leveraging ODA and 
other financial resources, strengthening support 
to the poor and vulnerable groups, promoting 
digital and green technologies, closing 
infrastructure and connectivity gaps,  
strengthening public health systems, and 
investing in statistical capacity development. 
Preparations for graduation out of the LDC status 
and strategies and polices to realize the SDGs 
will have to be reassessed with a renewed focus 
on strengthening international support measures.  
 
Strengthened regional, subregional, and 
international cooperation will be vital for 
mitigating the medium to long-term adverse 
impacts of Covid-19 crisis and successfully 
implementing the next programme of action for 
the LDCs. The COVID-19 pandemic has 
revealed that LDCs remain highly vulnerable to 
external shocks and are far from acquiring the 
required economic and social resilience. The 
next generation of international support 
measures must address the fundamental 
structural weaknesses of LDCs. Urgent regional 
and subregional measures supported by the 
international community and their development 
partners including through existing mechanisms, 
agreements and ESCAP initiatives will be 
needed in restoring and building resilient supply 
chains, promoting trade and investment, and 
building transport and digital connectivity. 
Regional and subregional cooperation will also 
be vitally important in protecting and restoring 
ecosystems for building and deepening 
resilience to internal and external shocks.  
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