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The purpose of a previous book, Caught in a trap (Guillaumont, 2009), 
was to examine the rationale of the category of the least developed 
countries (LDCs), created in 1971 by the United Nations. The purpose 
of this present book Out of the trap1 is to look for the development 
impact of country membership in the category and related interna-
tional support measures.

1.  Guillaumont, P., Out of the trap. Supporting the least developed countries. Economica-Ferdi, 2019, 324p., (Authors: Arcand 
J-L, Audiguier C., Boussichas M., Brunelin S., Carrère C., Chauvet L., Cortez A-L,. Drabo A., Feindouno S., Goujon M., 
Guillaumont P. (Edr), Jeanneney Guillaumont S., Kilama E., Korachais C., Lenzi T., de Melo J., Mollerus R., Wagner L.).

Impact of support measures to 
the least developed countries (I).                        
A preface to Out of the trap*

Patrick Guillaumont

* The main points of this preface are developed in Guillaumont (2018a, 2018b).
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rationale of the category

The category of LDCs was created to identify 
developing countries that, for structural reasons, 
justified special treatment from the international 
community. Since the beginning, the LDCs have 
been identified on the basis of three criteria: per 
capita income or product, education or human 
capital, and economic structure. The definition 
of these three criteria has evolved over time 
(see Caught in a trap and an updated summary 
of their evolution in appendix A1). Anyway, the 
idea has been to identify those poor countries 
facing handicaps to their economic growth that 
were structural and independent of their pres-
ent will. Poor countries so identified were more 
than others likely to stay poor. They were seen as 
caught in a poverty trap. The category of LDCs in 
its institutional context reflected the thesis of a 
low-level equilibrium that was at the heart of the 
early theory of (under) development.

The specifics of LDCs and their differences from 
other developing countries were covered in the 
previous book. That book stressed not only their 
lowest level of average income, but also their 
lowest average growth between 1970 and 2000, 
their lowest level of human capital (education, 
health) and their stronger economic vulnerabi-
lity. LDCs have thus been progressively defined 
as poor countries facing low human capital and 
strong structural economic vulnerability.

 The complementarity of the han-
dicaps and the criteria

The identification of LDCs was based on a signi-
ficant hypothesis, insufficiently highlighted. To 
be included on the list of LDCs, a country had 
to meet the three criteria with no possibility 
of substitution between them. The underlying 
hypothesis was that, if a low-income country 
faced only one of the two kinds of structural han-
dicaps, it could overcome the other one: it was 

not caught in a trap. Econometric analysis for the 
previous book showed the mutual reinforcement 
of the two types of obstacles in limiting the rate 
of growth. The hypothesis of complementarity 
between the two categories of barriers to growth 
thus gained some consistency.

This underlying theory incorporated the widely 
accepted idea that human capital has an es-
sential role in economic growth, besides other 
factors whose identification was more difficult 
and thus more debatable. While the choice of 
the index of human capital as a criterion for LDC 
identification (as well as for the econometric test) 
did not raise major problems, the choice of the 
index to reflect handicaps due to economic struc-
ture changed significantly over time: the share of 
manufacturing value added in GDP was initially 
retained in 1971, followed in 1991 by an economic 
diversification index, then in 2000 by an econo-
mic vulnerability index, which itself underwent 
various modifications.

 The category of LDCs - From 
economic growth to sustainable
Development

One of the changes in the definition of the index 
of economic vulnerability, in 2012, seems to have 
modified the meaning given to the category. 
The amendment was to introduce a new com-
ponent in the index, representing the share of 
the population living in low coastal areas below 
an altitude of 5 meters), with the view to capture 
the risk associated with climate change and sea 
level rise. Although limited and partial, this new 
component of the vulnerability index appeared 
valid enough to present LDCs as poor countries 
facing significant obstacles to their sustainable 
development and not only to their economic 
growth (CDP, UNDESA 2015). If this vision were to 
be strengthened, it would involve an adaptation 
of the vulnerability criterion.

Moreover, a new meaning of the LDCs might 
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plementarity between structural obstacles and 
thus the inclusion criteria. It is remarkable that 
in many recent official documents of the United 
Nations, the reference to LDCs is often associated 
with poor and vulnerable countries. The recent 
emphasis in international discussions on climate 
vulnerability and political fragility indeed pushes 
for expanding the concept of structural vulnera-
bility. Such expansion could require reconside-
ring the concept of LDCs and the corresponding 
perimeter of the category (Guillaumont 2018b).

 From inclusion to graduation

A striking feature of the category’s evolution 
came in 1991, when 20 years after its creation 
the exit conditions were defined - the so-called 
graduation rules. The way the graduation crite-
ria have been defined, very carefully indeed, has 
somewhat weakened the scope of the comple-
mentarity hypothesis. If one takes for granted 
that the two categories of structural handicaps to 
growth are complementary, it would have been 
enough for one of the two handicaps to be lifted 
so that the country could be seen as able to get 
out of the category. But the rule was cautiously 
established that, to graduate, the country must 
cease to fill not one but two of the three inclusion 
criteria. This reason contributed, with others, to 
slow graduation from the list of LDCs. Accordin-
gly, the number of LDCs - 25 initially and 45 in 
1991 - at the time graduation conditions were 
established, increased to 49 in 2009 and began 
to decline in 2011 to 47 in 2018.

 The puzzle of the category effec-
tiveness

The evolution of this number illustrates the major 
issue this book seeks to address. The category 
of the least developed countries was created 
to legitimize a special treatment from the inter-
national community to help them to move out 
of the trap. It was therefore intended to reduce 

the number of LDCs. But the increase in num-
ber until recently does not mean the category 
has been ineffective or useless. Until 1991, the 
inclusion of new LDCs without graduation pros-
pects was on request, and only after that date 
were inclusion and graduation on the basis of 
objective criteria. And because of the asymmetry 
between inclusion and graduation criteria, LDCs 
could improve their situation without becoming 
eligible for exiting from the list. Above all, LDCs 
by definition face structural obstacles to growth 
that special treatment can compensate for only 
in part, and still be effective.

Such is the puzzle of the effectiveness of inter-
national measures focused on LDCs. These 
measures are specific to LDCs, which more than 
others are assumed to face structural handicaps. 
The impact of the measures and the impact of 
handicaps should then be disentangled. The re-
lative weight of these two categories of impact 
could even evolve over time. It is possible that 
the handicaps are gradually reduced and the 
measures gradually strengthened. If that were 
the case, the effectiveness of the category’s 
membership should appear more clearly now 
than in the past.

Out of the trap assesses the effectiveness of the 
measures to help LDCs move out of the cate-
gory. It supplements Caught in a trap, comple-
ted almost a decade ago, and thus has 10 more 
years before a diagnosis of support measures. 
Starting our research on LDCs we thought the 
logic of the category had been underestimated 
and the effectiveness overestimated. We now 
have better estimates of both, dampening such 
an opposition.

 The new international environ-
ment for LDCs

The evolution of the international environment 
could have changed both the impact of the cate-
gory and its perception. Between the adoption 
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lopment Goals (MDGs) in 2000 and the Sustai-
nable Development Goals (SDGs) in 2015 the 
recognition of specific needs of LDCs has pro-
gressed. While the MDGs referred only 3 times 
to the category of LDCs (United Nations General 
Assembly 2000), the SDGs referred to them 43 
times (United Nations General Assembly 2015). 
Indeed, the progressive recognition of the special 
situation of LDCs in the context of the universa-
lity of SDGs has increased the category’s visibility 
(Guillaumont 2018a).

On the agreed measures for the development 
of LDCs, progress is also evident in the United 
Nations Conferences on the least developed 
countries: in Paris in 1981, in Brussels in 1991 and 
2001 and in Istanbul in 2011 (see appendix A2 for 
a summary of the issues addressed by the final 
reports of the four conferences). The Istanbul 
Conference, which adopted the Istanbul Program 
of Action - coming after the program of action 
adopted 10 years earlier - proposed a strong 
mobilization in favour of LDCs. Over time the 
measures proposed for supporting them have 
been gradually strengthened, and they gradually 
produced their effects.

Moreover, during the past 15 years, global econo-
mic conditions have experienced real instability 
- with an upward trend in the prices of primary 
commodities in the first decade of the millen-
nium, but also severe financial and economic 
crises in developed countries. This instability in 
the global economy adds to the difficulty of esti-
mating the impact of the measures in favour of 
LDCs, particularly for countries exporting primary 
products, with the price of fuels very unstable.

 Three set of measures

Three set of international support measures, 
assessed in this book, have been implemented 
or proposed. They are clearly summarized in the 
Handbook on the Least Developed Country Cate-

gory prepared by the Secretariat of the CDP, 
UNDESA. Support measures and special treat-
ment related to trade include preferential market 
access given through duty free-quota free access 
such as the Everything but Arms provided by the 
EU to LDCs or through special rules for LDCs in 
the nonreciprocal Generalized System of Prefe-
rences. They also include special and differen-
tial treatment (more flexibility) related to World 
Trade Organization obligations and support 
measures for capacity- building in trade, such as 
the Integrated Framework for Trade-related As-
sistance to least developed countries, enhanced 
a decade ago.

A second set of measures is related to official de-
velopment assistance (ODA). But these measures 
appear at the bilateral level more as a target or 
a goal than as an outcome. At the multilateral 
level, they appear as special windows or rules of 
allocation for LDCs, and rules for international 
comparisons of the ODA.

Third are other forms of support by the UN sys-
tem to LDCs for travel to the UN or for contribu-
tions to the UN ordinary budget or peacekeeping 
operations.

Complicating the puzzle of the category’s effecti-
veness is the diversity of these support measures 
linked to category membership, to heterogeneity 
in how compulsory they are, and to time frames. 
To address this difficulty, the book mixes ana-
lyses of global impact with an examination of 
the specific impact of the main g roups of mea-
sures, more easily captured as such “intermediate 
variables” as aid or trade.

 Outline of the book

The book has eight chapters in four parts.

The first part is dedicated to the overall perfor-
mance of the least developed countries. A first 
chapter examines whether an impact of the ca-
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poverty reduction, and structural transforma-
tion can be assessed. A second chapter tries to 
assess the “performance” of the LDCs through 
their policy indicators and to answer whether a 
policy performance weaker than that of other 
developing countries may be partly responsible 
for the observed results.

The second part is devoted to foreign aid re-
ceived by LDCs. A chapter examines the overall 
flow of assistance to LDCs, compared with the 
international objectives. Did membership in the 
category have an impact on the amounts of aid 
received? Was aid particularly effective in LDCs? 
Another chapter focuses on multilateral assis-
tance to LDCs and looks for its specifics.

The third part is dedicated to the support provi-
ded to LDCs through trade. A chapter assesses 
trade measures by the international community 
for LDCs, beyond market access. Another chapter 
estimates to what extent these measures as well 
as the market access could have slowed or even 
reversed the marginalization of non-oil exporting 
LDCs in world trade over nearly half a century.

The fourth part deals with two major challenges 
that LDCs face today. The first is that of their gra-
duation, recognized as a goal since the Istanbul 
Conference. The history of graduation, in its 
various phases (criteria, decision process, imple-
mentation) informs limits of the category’s effec-
tiveness and consistency, as well as some ways 
to enhance consistency. A last chapter examines 
the place of LDCs in global governance: Has the 
category of LDCs proven effective in institutional 
terms?
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