The Third United Nations Conference on the Least Developed Countries and the role of civil society in implementing the outcome of the Conference

by

Mussie Delelelgn, Economic Affairs Officer, UNCTAD

at the World Civil Society Forum

Geneva, 14-19 July 2002


Let me thank you, at the outset, for giving me this opportunity to share some reflections and thoughts on issues related to the Third UN-Conference on the Least Developed Countries and the role of civil society in implementing the outcomes of the Conference. My presentation is divided in to four sections. These are: (i) the stark socio-economic realities in LDCs, (ii) the possible explanations for the dir socio-economic conditions in them, and (iii) the Brussels Conference and the roles and responsibilities of the civil society in implementing the outcome of the Conference, and (iv) conclusions and recommendations. 

I.
Background: socio-economic features and realities of the LDCs

The LDCs are not just the poorest countries in terms of per capita income but most of them have by far the lowest human development and poverty indicators than the rest of developing countries. For instance, various research reports
 indicate that LDCs account for 32 of the 35 countries in the lowest category of the Human Development Index. On average 15 percent of children born in LDCs do not survive to their fifth birthday- a rate almost double the developing country average. Average life expectancy in LDCs is 50 years against 65 years for developing countries and 78 for OECD countries. Now, the fear is that this may go further down as a result of HIV/AIDS pandemic and the resurgence of other infectious and communicable diseases. In the early 1990s the per capita health expenditure in LDCs was on average just slightly over $11, while for other developing countries the average was just slightly below $100. The figure for high-income OECD countries over the same period was above $1700. Between 1990 and 1998 while other developing countries managed to increase their per capita health expenditure to nearly $180, the expenditure in African LDCs actually fell to just over $8 per person. 


Similarly, the latest available data on education shows that the adult literacy rate is on average 49 percent for LDCs as compared to 81 per cent in other developing countries. Primary and secondary school enrolment rates in the LDCs are respectively, on average, about 30 and 50 percentage points below the other developing countries averages. On other amenities of life such as water, only 43 per cent of the total population has access to safe water. 


Another dismal characteristic of the LDCs is their exceedingly weaker base of physical infrastructure including that of Information and Communications Technologies (ICTs). The number of telephone lines per 1000 people in the LDCs is four which is one fifteenth of the average for other developing countries and the cost of local telephone calls in the LDCs is a hundred per cent higher than the average for the latter. The international Telecommunication Union (ITU) in its 2002 World Telecommunications Development Report warns that while the digital divide between developed and developing countries generally shows a declining tendency, the ICTs gap between LDCs and other developing countries is growing ever wider. According to the report telecommunications penetration ratio between developed and developing countries has dropped from 15:1 in 1991 to 6:1 decade later. Over the same period the ratio between LDCs and other developing countries grew from 12:1 to 17:1. The share of world’s Internet users in LDCs is just 0.3 per cent as compared to close to 25 per cent in other developing countries. Also, the ITU Report strikingly notes that 400,000 citizens of Luxemburg share between themselves more international Internet bandwidth
 than the 760 million of Africa’s citizens or close to 700 million citizens of the LDCs. The road networks and conditions are also appallingly poor in these countries. 


Let’s see what statistics say on poverty in these countries. The UNCTAD LDC Report 2002 concludes that “the most distinct aspect of poverty in the LDCs is that it is generalised- the concept defined there as a situation in which a major part of the population lives at or below income levels sufficient to meet their basic needs, and in which the available resources in the economy, even when equally distributed are barely sufficient to cater for the basic needs of the population on a sustainable basis”. According to the report, “absolute poverty is all-pervasive throughout the LDCs where 81 per cent of their population lived on less than $2 a day and 50 per cent lived in extreme poverty, that is on less than $1 a day between 1995-1999”. The level and extent of poverty in the LDCs is not only the question of a dollar or two a day, but it is also a conspicuous lack of it for the significant proportion of the LDCs’ population. The severity of poverty problems in the LDCs means that a major part of the GDP must be devoted to procurement of the necessities of life. For example, according to the research findings of UNCTAD, between 1995 and 1999 the average per capita income in the LDCs when measured in terms of current prices and official exchange rates was $0.72 a day and the average per capita consumption was $0.57 a day. This shows that there were only 15 cents a day to spend on private capital formation, public investment in infrastructure, and the running of vital public services such as health, education, administration and on maintaining law and order.


An important implication of the above socio-economic features of the LDCs is that improving them remains a daunting challenge both to the LDCs themselves and to the international community. The resolution of these deep- rooted, complex and multifaceted development problems facing them requires concerted efforts of all the stakeholders- governments, organs and organisations of the UN system and the civil society including the private sector.

II.
What went wrong? And why did it go wrong?

The legitimate question that follows from the above is: what went wrong and why did it go wrong? The possible explanations for such multiple deprivations in these countries have to do with the confluences of domestic and international factors often compounded by natural disasters and geographical handicap of the LDCs.  

(i) At the domestic level the majority of LDCs have seen political instability and deep social crisis twice or more times since the 1980s. Civil strife, protracted wars and conflicts that destroy the economy, also create massive displacement of people and influx of refugees perpetuating destitution in these countries. Moreover, natural disasters such as draught, flood, cyclones, earthquake, volcanic irruption, etc frequently hit many of them. HIV/AIDS pandemic and other infectious diseases are destroying the little and hard won gains in the area of human resources development.  Their heavy dependence on single commodity for export, technological backwardness and lack of economic diversification increase the severity and intensity of their vulnerability to various shocks. 

(ii) At the international level problems ranging- from unfavourable market mechanisms such as depressed commodity prices for primary commodities that dominate exports of LDCs or lack of effective market access - to debt overhang or aid fatigue can be sited as the critical ones constraining progress in the LDCs. Furthermore, most of the international support measures in favour of the LDCs are compensatory addressing, mainly, emergencies and shortfalls without inducing much needed structural transformation of the economy.

(iii) As a result many of the problems facing these countries since the establishment of the category of LDCs in 1971 are persistent today. Past programmes of action
 adopted by the international community and the LDCs themselves including reform policies and strategies such as Structural Adjustment Programmes, failed to attain their intended objectives. The overarching goals of these programmes of action and reform programmes were arresting and reversing the decline in socio-economic conditions in the least developed countries and in the process to revitalise their economic growth and development. 

(iv) Development policies and strategies that have been reshaping international development agenda for cooperation, in most cases, failed to contribute to these noble goals and objectives. For instance, instead of aid financing investment in poor countries, it has been financing policy reform and adjustment
 programmes. Adjustment lending combines loans that carry conditions on economic policy but in reality aid does not influence countries’ choice of policies. Nor do donors consider the worthiness of countries’ policies in determining which ought to be given aid. Aid appears to be determined not by policy choice of the recipients but rather by the strategic interest of donors.

(v) There is a general tendency to react to crisis after they happen rather than trying to prevent them from happening. The channels of aid are too many and aid bureaucracy too complex to comprehend. Likewise Governments in LDCs know how to exact the requirements and conditions of donors and creditor institutions with out introducing fundamental changes in their policies and strategies. Mismanagement of aid resources is also among the many critical factors affecting the quality and effectiveness of development aid in many of these countries. The civil society especially the NGOs shares some of the blames and bears certain responsibilities in this regard.

III.
The Third UN- Conference on LDCs and the Civil Society

The third United Nations Conference on Least Developed Countries took place at Brussels in May 2001 against this background. At the Conference, the international community, once again has collectively committed itself to improve the socio-economic conditions in these countries. The Conference was distinctly different from its predecessors, particularly with regard to the roles and responsibilities of the civil society. There is a growing recognition, this time, which attaining an overall progress in LDCs requires the concerted and coordinated efforts of all stakeholders including civil society actors. However, the primary responsibility for progress in LDCs rests with the LDCs themselves. It is important to note that, unlike the previous practices, the international community considers civil society as integral components of the development partnership. The contribution of such parallel events as the NGO-Forum, the Private Sector Forum, Women and Young Entrepreneurs Forums were critical to the success of the LDCs Conference in Brussels.

In terms of its outcomes, the Conference was of reasonable success especially in: (a) drawing global attention to and bringing into sharp political focus the complex development challenges facing LDCs; (b) ensuring ownership of LDCs in designing development policies and strategies while providing a forum for dialogue and consensus building among all the stakeholders and actors in development process; and (c) in clearly identifying and quantifying a number of development goals and targets along with specific actions by the LDCs themselves and by their development partners including the civil society. The challenge now is to ensure the full and effective implementation of the decisions of the Conference as contained in the Political Declaration and the Programme of Action.
Section III of the Programme of Action provides general orientations for implementation and follow-up of the POA at national, regional and global levels. The three levels are supposed to be coherent and mutually supportive to one an other. In this section, especially paragraphs 92 and 99 indicate actions required from the civil society in the process of implementation of the Programme of Action. This again shows the recognition by the international community of the important role of civil society in implementing the decisions of the Conference so as to accelerate the development of the LDCs.

IV.
Conclusions and Recommendations

The growing voice of the civil society for global equity and for the prosperity of the citizens of the world has reached its climax since recently. Today the pressure on governments and international organisations coming from the civil society is at its highest stage. There is a political convergence today than ever before that the fight against poverty in all its forms and manifestations should continue in the earnest. This is for the reason that poverty is no more a national problem but rather it is an international one. It is the root cause of civil conflicts, political instabilities, hopelessness and destitution in many parts of the world, which in turn threaten global peace and security. The other convergence is on the role of the civil society. The role of civil society is recognised as critical in the following key areas and it should be encouraged. These include effectively participating in: (a) the design and implementation of development policies and strategies at national, regional and global levels, (b) advocacy efforts to ensure economic and social equity for all citizens of the world, to promote peace, stability, good governance and tolerance at all levels; (c) advancing human values, democracy and the rule of law; promoting internationally recognised human rights, (d) in the fight against HIV/AIDS and other diseases, and (e) protecting the environment. In their participation in these important areas civil society actors on their part must take into account the social, cultural, psychological and other important local factors. They must understand that their role is to complement national and international efforts in these important areas but not to substitute or replace them. They must mobilise new and additional resources to implement their programmes and projects and should not be seen as competing for scarce resources from national and international sources. Finally, the relationship between civil society and other actors in the development process should be based on the spirit of genuine partnership and their efforts should be mutually supportive and constructive.  

Governments at the national level should translate commitments and actions in the Brussels PoA into operational programmes and measures within the framework of their respective development policies and strategies. In the process, they need to mobilise all actors including the civil society and create favourable conditions for their effective participation. At the international level, this also calls for honouring the commitments for increased development aid, urgent resolution of the debt crisis and the provision of market access to all exports of the LDCs. UNCTAD LDC Report 2002 warns that external indebtedness and commodity dependence are integral elements of the international poverty trap and calls for new international commodity policy and the need for increased and accelerated debt relief delivered through a simpler mechanisms. The report also argues that there is an urgent need for increased and more effective aid for LDCs. These are extremely important and urgent messages, which the report conveys to the international community to act and deliver on all promises and commitments.

In all these areas, the strengthened and coordinated efforts on the part of bilateral donors, organs and organizations of the UN system and civil society actors are critically important. A consensus mechanism aimed at enhancing the participation of civil society in global development policy design and implementation is crucial and ways and means should be sought to establish such a mechanism in all sectors and issues of the global development agenda as urgently as possible. The civil society partners need to brace themselves up to these challenges by adjusting to the changing national and international circumstances.







Thank you,
� See UNCTAD LDC Report 2000, Annual Human Development Reports of the UNDP and World Development Report of the World Bank 2000/2001.


� A measure of the speed of Internet response time such that the higher the bandwidth, the quicker the response time is. 





�  The first and the second United Nations Conferences on LDCs were held in 1981 and 1990 in Paris adopting, respectively, the Substantial New Programme of Action (SNPA) for the 1980s and the Paris Programme of Action for the Least Developed Countries for the 1990s.


� Easterly William: The Elusive Quest for Growth-Economists’ adventures and misadventures in the Tropics, 2001.


� Ibid.
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