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Statement by Ms. Fathimath Niuma, Deputy Minister,  
Ministry of National Planning and Infrastructure 

 
Second session of the Committee on Macroeconomic Policy, 

Poverty Reduction and Financing for Development 
United Nations Conference Centre, Bangkok, 6th November 2019 

 

Thank you, Mr. Chair  

Honorable Delegates, distinguished guests, ladies and gentlemen, 

“Asalaamalikum”. 

It gives me great pleasure to have this opportunity to speak at the 

second session of the Committee on Macroeconomic Policy, Poverty 

Reduction and Financing for Development, and I thank the UNESCAP 

for extending this opportunity. 

Distinguished Chair. 

The U.N. Resolution adopted on Dec. 20, 2004 endorsed and adopted 

that the Maldives was set to graduate from the list of LDCs on Jan. 1, 

2008.  Just six days after adoption of the resolution, the Indian Ocean 

tsunami struck the Maldives. 

The Maldivian economy, which had grown at an average of 8% per 

annum for two consecutive years, was devastated by the tsunami: 

62% of GDP was destroyed; over 7% of the population was internally 

displaced; social and economic infrastructure was damaged or 
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destroyed in over one quarter of the inhabited islands. 12 of these 

islands were turned into complete rubble. 

Following the disaster, and upon the request of the Maldives, the 

General Assembly decided to defer our graduation until 2011, with a 

smooth transition period until 2014.  

The transition was not an easy start to begin with, but with 

determination and support from the global community, Maldives was 

able to overcome it. 

Ladies and Gentleman,  

Since 1971, Maldives is one of the, only three countries that have 

graduated from the ranks of the world’s “least developed countries”, 

the other two being Botswana and Cape Verde. 

Graduating from LDC status, does not help a country overcome the 

development challenges it faces. Graduation does not make a country 

less vulnerable to the consequences of its geography. The Maldives, 

like many other small island developing states, still remains vulnerable 

to external economic and environmental shocks, despite having 

graduated from LDC status. 

To emphasize this point, I would like to note that immediately 

following the graduation, our tourism growth rate fell from 7.5% in 

2011 to 3.6% in 2012 as a direct result of the Global economic crisis. 
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For a country whose GDP contribution from Tourism is more than 

70%, this was a devastating setback.  

Ladies and Gentlemen, 

Like many other Small Island Developing States (SIDSs), Maldives has 

achieved their current “development status” due to high, and 

consistent investment in human resources, social sector, as well as 

government administration.  This leaves limited financial resources for 

the country to prepare for natural disasters or carry out mitigation and 

adaptation measures. 

Environmental sustainability is a fundamental development challenge 

in the Maldives. Indeed, it is so critical to future development and 

prosperity of the country that our new Constitution mandates the 

protection of the environment as a key human right. 

The Maldives’s vulnerability to climate change calls for innovative 

solutions on adaptation and mitigation. We are particularly 

susceptible to the projected adverse consequences of climate change, 

including sea-level rise, increases in sea surface temperature, ocean 

acidification, and higher frequency and intensity of droughts and 

storms 

The country’s fiscal position has been under much stress, following the 

tsunami of 2004 and has continued to weaken in the face of 

unsustainable high public expenditure, leaving Maldives prone to 

additional shocks. 
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The newly elected government in November 2018, had inherited a 

debt, of over 70% of our GDP, while promising to bring economic and 

social progress.  Given the tightening global financial arena, the 

government is committed to undertake significant tax and public 

finance reforms and fight corruption in order to address this issue.  

Notwithstanding the progress made, access to financing for 

development remains a significant concern for the Maldives. Four 

years on, from the adoption of the Addis Ababa Action Agenda, which 

was designed to finance the transformative 2030 Agenda for 

Sustainable Development, SIDS continue to struggle, to finance our 

most basic infrastructure needs —unless we pay exorbitant interest 

rates on borrowings.  

The Maldives will do its part to increase domestic resource 

mobilization and improve fiscal prudence. We call upon all our 

partners and international financial institutions to work together with 

us, to ensure sustainable development and prosperity for all. This will 

only be possible through concessional financing for SIDS and other 

innovative financial instruments designed to reduce risk and support 

effective debt management.   

Distinguished chair,  

The Maldives has been graduated from the category of LDC’s largely 

based on its per-capita Gross National Income and performance of its 

social indicators. For a small and highly dispersed country like the 
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Maldives, little if any consideration has been given to the high  

per-capita cost of providing basic services to its people, that has 

resulted in these favourable social indicators in the first place.  

No analysis has been done, to understand how the country has 

managed to uplift the social indicators prior to graduation. If analysed 

at a micro-level, it would not be difficult to see that donor intervention 

has played a significant role in providing affordable social services to 

populations on distant islands. 

At the time of Graduation, there was a particular concern about our 

Fishery exports.  Although, it makes up a small % of the GDP, it is 

related very closely to the livelihoods of many Maldivians across the 

country.  Approximately 30% of our fish product exports went to 

Europe, and with graduation, Maldives lost it’s LDC specific incentives, 

placing our product at a significant competitive disadvantage. 

Therefore, the Maldives worked on a smooth transition strategy with 

a focus on, where possible, maintaining important preferences; and 

securing a clearly scheduled, gradual removal, since full retention, 

removed the possibility of mitigating the impact on tuna exports.  

Ladies and Gentleman,  

We take pride in our tourism sector, which is very much developed 

and operated by the private sector.  To broaden our economic base, 

Maldives is looking to diversity its industries within the established 

sectors of Tourism and Fisheries and aims to explore new areas such 
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as aquaculture, transport and ICT.  To this end, a crucial policy 

intervention was made to diversify the tourism sector in 2011.  With 

the introduction of “Local Tourism/Guest House Policy”, inhabited 

islands have prospered beyond our initial expectations.  The 

Guesthouse Industry, over a short few years, has established itself and 

become self-sustaining.  While maintaining an average occupancy of 

70% throughout the year, this initiative has offered new career 

prospects, and sources of income to remote island communities 

across the country.  

Distinguished chair  

The Maldives faced a range of new challenges upon graduation. 

Benefits from a range of special support measures from bilateral 

donors and multilateral organizations, and special treatment under 

regional and multilateral trade agreements were no longer available.  

Yet, we continue to invest in the provision of basic services to the 

people and maintaining the achievement of the social indicators we 

have gained over the years.   

Countries often have to rely on multilateral and bilateral donors for 

assistance for various development projects: donors that often assess 

a country’s need by its developmental status at the U.N., which traps 

countries such as the Maldives in a vicious cycle that has been termed 

as the “Middle Income Paradox”.   
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Therefore, conventional measures of national development applied to 

assess whether, a country qualifies for assistance by a donor, does not 

apply to the situation in Maldives and many other Small Island 

Developing States. An innovative measure, to truly capture the 

development dynamics of small, highly dispersed island countries, like 

the Maldives, need to be developed, and a system must be set in place 

to conduct regular studies for the consideration of the international 

donor community which may provide assistance to such countries.  

We hope that our development partners will take significant steps 

towards acknowledging these vulnerabilities. It is our hope that Small 

and Vulnerable Economies are given the acknowledgement and 

support they need to endure. 

In essence, it must be an obligation of the international community, in 

particular the United Nations, to ensure that progress made by 

graduating countries is not reversed and that inherent vulnerabilities 

are not disregarded. 

Although the same acute vulnerabilities at economic, commercial and 

environmental levels from the time we were an LDC persist, we were 

determined to move forward: we focused on building our national 

resilience, we established strong and mutually beneficial partnerships 

with emerging economies and experimented with new policy 

instruments.  
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What the small island developing states, that are in the middle-income 

country category, such as the Maldives, seek are, opportunities.  

For us development cooperation should come in the form of 

opportunities for trade, opportunities to attract new investments, and 

opportunities to bounce back whenever we face exogenous shock. 

Only then will, development cooperation serve a meaningful purpose 

for small middle income countries and their people. 

Thank you  

 


