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A. Organization of the meeting  

1. The workshop on “Strengthening Development of Least Developed Countries in Asia and the Pacific 

to support implementation of the 2030 Agenda for Sustainable Development” was jointly organized 

by the Royal Government of Cambodia and the United Nations Economic and Social Commission for 

Asia and the Pacific (ESCAP), 17-18 October 2017, in Phnom Penh, Cambodia. 

2. It was attended by national policymakers and practitioners from ministries of finance, development 

planning and aid coordination of 11 of the 12 Asia-Pacific least developed countries (LDCs): 

Bangladesh, Bhutan, Cambodia, Kiribati, Lao People’s Democratic Republic, Myanmar, Nepal, 

Solomon Islands, Timor-Leste, Tuvalu and Vanuatu. Government officials from Maldives, experts 

and researchers from LDCs, representatives of national research networks on development 

cooperation from China, Japan, the Republic of Korea and the Russian Federation, and 

representatives from ASEAN, OHRLLS, UNDP and UN-WOMEN also participated in the workshop. 

B. Opening session  

3. Introductory remarks were made by Mr. Oliver Paddison, Chief, Countries with Special Needs 

Section, Macroeconomic Policy and Financing for Development Division (MPFD), ESCAP. In his 

opening, Mr. Paddison noted that with the implementation of the Istanbul Programme of Action 

(IPoA), LDCs are showing remarkable development progress. As a result, in the 2015 triennial review 

four countries in the ESCAP region were found eligible for graduation for the first time. He 

underscored the need to redouble efforts towards domestic resource mobilization including taxation 

measures along with official development assistance (ODA) to ensure the successful implementation 

of the 2030 Agenda and the Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs). He highlighted the role of the 

development partners from the East and North-East Asian subregion such as China, Japan, the 

Republic of Korea and the Russian Federation that have been providing an increasing share of 

development assistance to the LDCs.  

4. Welcome remarks were given by Ms. Claire Van Der Vaeren, UN Resident Coordinator and UNDP 

Representative, UNDP Cambodia. She acknowledged the considerable progress of the LDCs while 



highlighting their emerging challenges and vulnerabilities. She underscored the importance of 

regional and international partnerships, particularly in resource mobilization through engagement of 

private resources for the effective implementation of the 2030 Agenda. Sharing the Cambodian 

experiences, she recognized the strong partnership between the Government and other key 

stakeholders such as non-governmental organizations, civil society organizations and the private 

sector. She also highlighted in her remarks the importance of reliable data and capacity needs to 

effectively implement the 2030 Agenda. She reiterated UNDP’s mandate and endeavours in 

supporting the effective and successful implementation of the 2030 Agenda in all LDCs.  

5. The workshop was inaugurated with a keynote address by H.E. LY Thuch, Senior Minister, President 

of the National Committee for ESCAP of the Royal Government of Cambodia. In his address, the 

minister highlighted that the 2030 Agenda provides an opportunity for LDCs to harness long lasting 

shared prosperity by, for instance, eradicating poverty and ending hunger; by ensuring healthy lives 

and promoting wellbeing and by providing inclusive and equitable quality education and empowering 

gender considerations. He also highlighted that the achievement of SDGs would rely on the collective 

efforts and contribution of the private sector, civil society, international institutions, development 

partners and the United Nations. In doing so, he laid out the context and core areas of focus of the 

workshop and encouraged all participants to actively participate in the discussions. Referring to 

Cambodia’s recent history of internal conflict and its experiences in demining and rehabilitation of 

mine victims, he indicated Cambodia’s willingness to share its experiences and suggested ESCAP to 

facilitate such process.  

C. Objective  

6. The objectives of the workshop were:  

a. To identify development priorities and challenges of LDCs in the region by reviewing 

progress of these countries in implementing the IPoA. 

b. To enhance the technical capacities of policymakers in LDCs to prepare national policies that 

align to global programmes of action and to the 2030 Agenda for Sustainable Development. 

c. To identify the potential role of development cooperation with North-East Asian countries to 

assist LDCs in their development and to increase the capacity of policymakers and 

researchers from LDCs and other stakeholders on ways to effectively leverage development 

partnerships with economies in North-East Asia. 

d. To enhance regional economic cooperation and integration with LDCs to strengthen 

development cooperation and smoothen their transition in graduating from the category of 

LDC. 

D. Synthesis of the discussions  

7. To facilitate the discussions, the workshop was structured around five thematic sessions: 

 

Session 1: Development priorities and challenges of LDCs and aligning the 2030 Agenda and the 

Istanbul Programme of Action (IPoA) 

 

8. The session was moderated by Mr. Sanlan William, Acting Head of the United Nations and Economic 

Relation Division, Ministry of Foreign Affairs, International Cooperation and External Trade, 

Vanuatu. Mr. Yusuke Tateno, Economic Affairs Officer, Countries with Special Needs Section, 

MPFD, ESCAP, provided a brief overview of development priorities and challenges of Asia-Pacific 

LDCs, particularly in the context of implementing the IPoA and the 2030 Agenda. Mr. Khan A.S. 



Murshid, Director General, Bangladesh Institute of Development Studies (through video 

presentation), Mr. Mohamed Jaleel, Senior Advisor to the Minister, Ministry of Finance and 

Treasury, Maldives, and Mr. Abdul Alim, Senior Programme Officer, Office of the High 

Representative for the LDCs, LLDCs and SIDS (UN-OHRLLS) (through video presentation), acted 

as discussants.  

9. The presentations recognized that LDCs are advancing towards graduation in line with the objective 

of the IPoA. Of the region’s 12 LDCs, 7 met the criteria for graduation at the 2015 triannual review 

by the Committee for Development Policy. ESCAP estimates suggest that Bangladesh, Lao People’s 

Democratic Republic and Myanmar are likely to meet the criteria for the first time in the next 

triannual review in 2018. It was noted, however, that many LDCs remain vulnerable to economic 

shocks, natural disasters and the impact of climate change. The high economic vulnerability scores 

suggest the need for a framework that goes beyond current graduation transition arrangements.  

10. The discussants mentioned that key challenges that LDCs face include extreme poverty and other 

social issues; low levels of growth which was 3.5 per cent in 2015 against the LDC target of 7 per 

cent; inequality and widening gap between developed countries and LDCs; very slow pace of 

structural transformation with very low share to world export.  

11. The discussants noted that, while Bhutan depends greatly on trade with India, it does not face an 

immediate risk with graduation. Nepal’s challenge is to maintain development dynamism, which will 

require significant international support even after graduation. Graduation risks of Lao People’s 

Democratic Republic are not assessed to be high as its economy is well integrated with its 

neighbouring counties. For Bangladesh and Cambodia, impact on trade remains significant, especially 

regarding the loss of duty free access and therefore policymakers are concerned about the post-

graduation outcomes. Myanmar’s graduation risks are associated with export instability, agricultural 

instability, high dependence on traditional agriculture. Timor-Leste faces significant challenges in the 

social areas including poverty, while graduation impact on trade will be limited in the short-run as 

their main partners are non-EU. Finally, for the Pacific LDCs, ODA and preferential tariff treatment 

remain important.  

12. The discussants acknowledged that while meeting the graduation threshold is not an end in itself, it is 

critical to ensure that countries increase resilience to and reduce vulnerabilities. It was underscored 

during the discussion that graduation must be irreversible and therefore economic vulnerability which 

seems to be a significant challenge for most of the LDCs needs to be given a greater emphasis.  

13. On the 2030 Agenda for Sustainable Development, it was noted that LDCs lag behind in the 

attainment of SDGs, especially on Goals 1, 3, 4, 6, 9 and 17. Nevertheless, LDCs are faring relatively 

well on some of the Goals and targets associated with environmental sustainability. It was mentioned 

that progress towards graduation and SDGs are moving in parallel.  

14. The presentations also recognized that the IPoA and 2030 Agenda for Sustainable Development are 

highly complementary. They noted that the simultaneous implementation of the two agendas 

enhances the effectiveness and lowers administrative and logistical costs 

15. The discussants expressed that with the implementation of the IPoA and SDGs underway, there is a 

need for an intermediary function in the government which is the national budgeting system that will 

be critical for catalysing ODA and other resources. It underscored that role of ODA will continue to 

be critical as LDCs move into implementation of the SDGs.  

16. Sharing country perspectives, government representatives provided updates on SDG implementation 

strategies and steps taken to mainstream SDGs into national frameworks. Representatives also 



reiterated the resource constraints that the LDCs continue to face and called upon continued support 

from the international community. 

17. The participants suggested that ESCAP and other international bodies should carefully evaluate how 

graduation can be made sustainable and beneficial to all segments of society. They also underscored 

the importance of careful and thorough cost-benefit analysis of graduation and of a good 

understanding of the incentive structures for graduation. Finally, they noted that global governance 

mechanisms would need to empower LDCs with better market access and finance to complement 

domestic efforts to realize both the IPoA and the 2030 Agenda. 

 

Session 2: Supporting LDCs through development cooperation with North-East Asian countries  

 

18. The session was moderated by Mr. Daovy Vongxay, Deputy Director-General, Department of 

International Organizations, Ministry of Foreign Affairs, Lao People’s Democratic Republic. Two 

presenters, Ms. Nobuko Kajiura, Sustainable Development Officer, East and North-East Asia Office, 

ESCAP, and Mr. Jinhwan Oh, Associate Professor, Graduate School of International Studies, Ewha 

Woman’s University, Republic of Korea, introduced the trend of development cooperation, with a 

focus on assistance provided to LDCs by their partners in North-East Asian countries. Subsequently, 

four speakers delivered North-East Asian countries’ perspective: Mr. LI Xiaoyun, Chairman of China 

International Development Research Network, Professor, China Agricultural University, China; Mr. 

Tatsufumi Yamagata, Prospective President of Japan Society for International Development, Institute 

of Developing Economies, Japan; Mr. Kyungyon Moon, Assistant Professor, Jimmy Carter School of 

International Studies, Chonbuk National University, Chair of International Affairs, Korea Association 

of International Development and Cooperation, Head of JCS Excellent Department, International 

Development Cooperation Program, Republic of Korea; and Ms. Elizaveta Safonkina, Researcher of 

the Center for International Institutions Research, Russian Presidential Academy of National 

Economy and Public Administration, Moscow, Russian Federation. 

19. The presentations noted that ODA has increased, driven by OECD Development Assistance 

Committee (DAC) countries while at the same time ODA from non-DAC members have been 

growing albeit a small share. The discussion recalled the critical aspects of ODA including fulfilling 

commitments, using ODA as a catalyst for resources mobilization, supporting LDCs in responding to 

shocks, and improving the quality, impact and effectiveness of development cooperation.  

20. Analysis on fragmentation of aid into the LDCs in Asia Pacific was provided. In the case of Republic 

of Korea, for example, a significant increase of ODA budget over the last two decades has been 

accompanied by greater involvement of more ministries. Trends of aid flow show that the source of 

aid is more fragmented than converging, particularly in Asian LDCs. In terms of aid modalities, 

project based funding is still dominant, although programme based approach is viewed as more 

effective in aligning and harmonizing development cooperation with national priorities.     

21. China, Japan, the Republic of Korea and the Russian Federation have become key players in 

development cooperation for Asia and the Pacific region. They have relatively recent experience both 

as aid recipients and development aid providers. A large share of their assistance is directed though 

towards economic development. Overall, a significant share of ODA from China, Japan and Republic 

of Korea is allocated to LDCs in Asia and the Pacific.  

22. Donor perspectives and experiences in aid effectiveness and challenges in the changing development 

cooperation landscape were discussed. For example, Japan’s shift of development cooperation policy, 



though consistent with the 2030 agenda, embraces a wider scope of providers and recipients – 

including now even the private sector as recipients. While cooperation among providers of 

development cooperation was discussed, competition among them may have some positive drive 

towards sustainable development (e.g., “quality” infrastructure). The Republic of Korea is looking 

towards aid harmonization among the multiple domestic aid agencies and increasing transparency. 

While it does not seem to have specific ODA strategies or policies towards LDCs, the Republic of 

Korea has fragile states assistance strategies which are applicable to, for instance, Bangladesh, 

Myanmar and Nepal.   

23. The discussion acknowledged that there is still room for improving aid effectiveness, transparency 

and data availability, and coordination among donors, as aid fragmentation continues to be a major 

challenge. Thus, both development partners and recipient countries have much to gain from 

improving aid harmonization and coordination. 

24. Finally, in sharing country perspectives and experiences engaging with development partners, 

participants acknowledged the merit of proximity with donors, adopting the recipient country’s 

systems, and most importantly challenge of harmonization and alignment of national and donor 

priorities. Lao People’s Democratic Republic and Timor-Leste offered examples. Concerns regarding 

the effectiveness of aid was also raised. 

 

Session 3: Investing in infrastructure for an inclusive and sustainable future  

 

25. The session was moderated by Mr. Phim Runsinarith, Professor of Economics, Kobe University, 

Japan; and Senior Researcher, Pannasastra University of Cambodia. Mr. Sudip Ranjan Basu, 

Economic Affairs Officer, Countries with Special Needs Session, MPFD, ESCAP, presented the key 

findings of the Asia-Pacific Countries with Special Needs Development Report 2017: Investing in 

infrastructure for an inclusive and sustainable future to facilitate the discussion. Ms. Musrat Meh 

Jabin, Deputy Secretary, Economic Relations Division, Ministry of Finance, Bangladesh; Ms. Annie 

Kwan Sing, Acting Director, Asia Pacific Division, Ministry of Foreign Affairs and Immigration, 

Kiribati; Ms. Nyein Nyein Maw, Director, Central Statistical Organization, Ministry of Planning and 

Finance, Myanmar; Mr. Allan Christian Daonga, Under Secretary, Ministry of Development Planning 

and Aid Coordination, Solomon Islands; Ms. Seluka Kenieti Loisi, Aid Adviser, Ministry of Finance 

and Economic Development, Tuvalu, joined the session as discussants. 

26. The session focused on the overall state of the physical infrastructure in countries with special needs 

including needs, gaps, and financing strategies for overcoming the gaps. Emphasis was placed on four 

sectors of physical infrastructure: transport, energy, information and communications technology, and 

water and sanitation.  

27. Infrastructure development, including physical, social and institutional, is critical to sustainable 

development, particularly for the LDCs, LLDCs and SIDS. A high priority is placed on infrastructure 

development in the 2030 Agenda for Sustainable Development, the Istanbul Programme of Action 

(IPoA) for LDCs, Vienna Programme of Action for LLDCs and the Small Island Developing States 

Accelerated Modalities of Action (SAMOA) Pathway. The impact of improving physical 

infrastructure on economic activities, social inclusion and environmental sustainability is significant. 

Thus, improving the level of infrastructure development in CSN could significantly improve their 

levels of the national income by as much as $134 billion, which translates to more than 6 per cent of 

national income by 2030. 



28. The availability, quality and type of physical infrastructure vary significantly among the CSN and 

especially with respect to other developing countries, and developed countries in the Asia-Pacific 

region.  

29. A key obstacle to developing infrastructure is the lack of available resources. Estimates suggest that 

on average 10.5 per cent of GDP is required annually to finance current needs and gaps. Current 

spending patterns show that 3-5 per cent of GDP is spent on infrastructure development from 

domestic public resources, 0.5-1 per cent from private sector and development assistance. This 

provides a huge opportunity to engage and ramp up private financing, particularly through PPPs, as 

well through other regional financing instruments vehicles.  

30. Discussants shared their country experiences with physical infrastructure development and 

highlighted various initiatives and strategies that are being undertaken to ensure physical 

infrastructure development in their respective countries. It was noted that financing physical 

infrastructure development is a challenge for LDCs. Low capacity, high transaction costs and 

differential levels of coordination among the government agencies/ministries pose particular 

challenges.  

 

Session 4: Supporting LDCs through regional cooperation and integration  

 

31. The session was moderated by Mr. Khomraj Koirala, Joint Secretary, National Planning Commission, 

Nepal. The three presenters of the session were: Mr. Andrzej Bolesta, Economic Affairs Officer, 

Countries with Special Needs Section, MPFD, ESCAP; Mr. Vutha Hing, Research Fellow, Cambodia 

Development Resource Institute, Cambodia; and Ms. WAN Joon Lian, Assistant Director and Head 

of IAI and NDG Division, ASEAN Secretariat, Jakarta Indonesia. 

32. The RECI (regional economic cooperation and integration), which involves four theme pillars 

(integrated market; seamless connectivity; enhancing financial cooperation; and addressing shared 

vulnerabilities) and the 2030 Agenda are mutually reinforcing processes.  

33. ESCAP has been involved in RECI since the 1950s. A 2017 high-level dialogue made the following 

recommendations: to reduce non-tariff barriers; to turn the vision of seamless connectivity into reality 

in areas of transport, energy and ICT; to strengthen regional financial cooperation – especially 

surveillance and crisis management capacity; and to address challenges created by natural and human 

induced disasters, food security and climate change. During the 73rd Commission session (15-19 May 

2017), ESCAP member states put forward several resolutions that are relevant to the RECI process. A 

second Ministerial Conference (21-24 November 2017) is going to review the region's progress in the 

four areas keeping in view the goals set under the 2030 Agenda. 

34. The experiences of Cambodia, Lao PDR, Myanmar and Viet Nam revealed that RECI has been 

important to their development. The presentations highlighted the following: a) RECI brings about 

positive development outcomes by increasing domestic productive capacities and enhancing 

economic efficiency and welfare gains, and improving institutions; b) RECI may help member 

countries integrate with global value chains; c) RECI contributes to development, as evidenced by 

empirical studies; d) RECI also has an indirect association with poverty and inequality; and e) RECI 

addresses shared vulnerabilities.  

35. The presentations demonstrated that ASEAN economic community’s alignment with the 2030 

Agenda is extensive, with linkages established with Goals 1, 8, 9 and 10. Key opportunities and 

challenges in achieving SDG through RECI for the four nations were highlighted, pointing to the 

strategic location, the sizeable population and advanced integration and greater economic 

interdependence, as key factors for development of Cambodia, Lao PDR, Myanmar and Viet Nam. 

While enhanced economic integration creates opportunities, there is still, however, a lack of policy 

coherence and institutional efficiency. Enhancing economic diversification may be a possible solution 



to address some of the challenges. The presentations stated that RECI is necessary but not sufficient 

condition for economic growth and development. They also mentioned that Cambodia, Lao PDR, 

Myanmar and Viet Nam not only managed their economic transition smoothly but also transformed 

trade and economic integration into a driving force of economic growth. It has not, however, 

translated into inclusive development. Finally, it was noted that RECI has been and will be vital to 

drive of growth in Cambodia, Lao PDR, Myanmar and Viet Nam and to can contribute to achieving 

the SDGs. 

36. Presenting an overview of ASEAN, the discussant explained that the ‘Initiative for ASEAN 

Integration’ (IAI) is a regional framework for regional cooperation to assist Cambodia, Lao PDR, 

Myanmar and Viet Nam, as “newer” ASEAN Member States to meet ASEAN-wide targets and 

commitments towards realizing the ASEAN Community. She explained that the IAI Work Plan III 

(2016-2012) comprises several strategic areas and that objectives, of which many are similar to the 

SDGs and actions are designed for each strategic area. Further assistance to Cambodia, Lao PDR and 

Myanmar is provided through regional programmes, through additional resources and through special 

and differential treatment and economic cooperation in ASEAN+1 free trade agreements.  

Session 5: Supporting LDCs to increase resilience  

37. The session was moderated by Mr. Ivan Jerry Bengurion Ferreira Alves, Technical Officer, Planning, 

Monitoring and Evaluation Unit of the Prime Minister Office, Timor-Leste. Mr. Oliver Paddison, 

Chief, Countries with Special Needs Section, MPFD, ESCAP, and Mr. Klaus Abbink, Professor of 

Economics, Monash Business School, Monash University, Australia, introduce the issue with a focus 

on peace and conflict and their relationship with sustainable development as explicitly reflected in 

SDG 16 on peace, justice and strong instruction. Subsequently, two speakers, Mr. Kim Veera, 

Professor and Researcher, Faculty of Development Studies, Royal University of Phnom Penh, 

Cambodia, and Mr. Ivan Jerry Bengurion Ferreira Alves, Technical Officer, Planning, Monitoring and 

Evaluation Unit of the Prime Minister Office, Timor-Leste, provided their countries’ perspective and 

shared their development experience in the post-conflict era. 

38. The session covered supporting LDCs to increase resilience with a focus on peace and conflict. The 

issue has been explicitly reflected in the SDG 16 on peace, justice and strong institution.   

39. The presentations noted that fragility is one of the biggest constraints to peace building and that all 

LDCs are at warning levels of fragility. This is a concern as conflict is highly correlated with a 

country’s level of human development, measured by the human development index (HDI) and with 

levels of gender inequality. Moreover, almost all fragile countries have higher rates of poverty, lower 

life expectancies and low levels of macroeconomic stability. However, citing Cambodia’s recovery 

path after conflict, it was noted that economies can recover relatively quickly.  

40. Among the country perspectives provided, Cambodia shared its development experience in its post 

conflict era, during which the country saw immense progress in terms of growth and GNI per capita, 

with extreme poverty rates declining from 53 per cent of the population in 2004 to only 13 per cent in 

2014. Strong progress was also seen in work and employment opportunities, communications, and 

manufacturing sector. However, despite considerable progress, Cambodia’s path to graduation is 

expected to take another half decade. The constraints faced by Cambodia include low levels of skills 

and human resource development, decreased ODA and weak physical infrastructure. In this context, 

China, Japan and the Republic of Korea would play a key role in the country’s development through 

investment and cooperation on infrastructure, FDI inflows and industrial diversification. 

41. Timor-Leste highlighted that based upon its Strategic Development Plan, it is to become an upper- 

middle income country by implementing the 2030 Agenda for Sustainable Development. 



E. Closing session 

42. Ms. Tshering Lhamo, Planning Officer, Gross National Happiness Commission, Bhutan, as a 

Rapporteur, summarized the key discussion points and policy messages of the workshop.   

43. Closing remarks were delivered by Mr. Oliver Paddison, Chief, Countries with Special Needs 

Section, MFPD, ESCAP. He highlighted ESCAP’s commitment to strengthening its programme to 

assist LDCs, particularly by conducting ex-ante impact assessments of graduation and by providing 

peer learning platforms for policymakers from LDCs to exchange knowledge and share experience. 

He reinforced the importance of development cooperation, including through regional economic 

cooperation and integration, in smoothening LDCs transition and transformation after graduation 

from the category of LDC. 

44. The workshop was closed with a statement by H.E. HENG Sokong, Vice Minister, Ministry of 

Industry and Handicrafts of the Royal Government of Cambodia. The vice minister noted that the 

diverse group of participants created a unique opportunity and momentum for discussing the pressing 

issues that confront LDCs in the region. He concluded the workshop by agreeing that only concerted 

efforts at the national, regional and international level would allow for successful developmental 

advancements. 

F. Recommendations/ Way forward 

45. In conclusion, the following policy messages and priorities were identified:  

a. The discussion highlighted key strategies for an effective implementation of the Istanbul 

Programme of Action and the 2030 Agenda for Sustainable Development. These included 

integration of the global agendas into national plans and programmes, prioritization of the 

goals, domestic resource mobilization, including private finance and FDI in view of 

declining ODA, continued support from the international community, and greater 

collaboration and coordination between ESCAP and other UN agencies, both at the 

national and regional levels.  

b. The participants called for the need to ensure that LDC priorities are mainstreamed in 

donor support policies through greater harmonization and coordination among donor 

agencies, especially from the emerging economies, while recognizing the need for 

improvement of internal coordination at the receiving end.  

c. The discussion underscored the importance of various financing strategies across LDCs, 

especially for the Pacific LDCs, where the role of development cooperation is crucial. In 

this context, the participants recognized the need to improve the capacity of policymakers 

in areas such as prioritization and sequencing of various sectors of the physical 

infrastructure, along with strategies for financing the current gaps in mobilization of 

resources.   

d. Regional economic cooperation and integration was identified as a key tool to implement 

the 2030 Agenda for Sustainable Development. The participants noted the importance of 

leveraging sub-regional cooperation mechanisms such as that ASEAN framework as a 

building block of regional cooperation. 

e. To create peaceful societies, the participants recognized the need to pay greater attention 

to prevent conflict and mitigate political and social instability. They also called for the 

need to understand and address the interdependencies between peace, security and 

sustainable development.  

f. The participants requested ESCAP, including its regional and sub-regional partners, think 

tanks and academia to share with member States various knowledge products. They also 

encouraged ESCAP to continue its effort and provide a platform for engaging LDCs in 

policy dialogues on development planning as well as building stronger linkages with 

traditional and emerging development partners. 

 


