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Dear Delegates, 
 
I would like to welcome you to Southern Regional National Model United Nations Conference (SRMUN) XVII and 
the United Nations Conference on Trade and Development (UNCTAD).  My name is Arezoo Jamshidi, and it is a 
great honor for me to serve as the Director for UNCTAD.  This marks my third year as a SRMUN staff member.  
However, I have seven years of MUN experience, which includes four years as a delegate.  Currently, I am working 
at a law firm specialized in employment, labor and immigration law and will be enrolled in law school for fall 2007.   
 
UNCTAD was established to promote the development-friendly integration of developing countries into the world 
economy.  The Conference serves as a central forum for discussing issues in regard to incorporating the developing 
world in the global economy, and for making policy recommendations to Member States and the United Nations 
system.  Throughout its history, UNCTAD has taken the lead role in discussing and pursuing action on many critical 
issues facing the developing countries in regard to trade.  This year’s theme for the conference is Achieving the 
United Nations Millennium Development Goals: a Global Partnership, which we have hoped to address in our 
background guides.  With this idea in mind, Kristin McGee, your Assistant Director and I have chosen topics that 
we feel are both current and vitally important.  
 
UNCTAD will discuss the following topics at SRMUN XVII: 
 
 I.     Commodity Diversification and its Impact on Trade 
 II.    Trade and Gender 
 III.  Information and Communications Technologies as an Enabler for Growth, Development and                         
          Competitiveness 

 
The background guide will provide you with a foundation for your research but it no means is the only information 
available for each topic.  Thorough preparation of each topic is expected from every delegate in order to ensure the 
success of our committee.  Also, each delegation is required to submit a position paper on each of the committee 
topics.  It should be no longer than two pages in length (single spaced) and demonstrate your country’s position, 
policies and recommendations on the three topics.  You can find further information regarding position papers and 
their format specifications on the SRMUN website at www.srmun.org.  A copy should be sent to Sarah Donnelly, 
Deputy- Director General (ddg@srmun.org) no later than 11:59 PM EST on October 30th.   
 
We wish you all the best as you prepare for the 2006 SRMUN Conference.  Should you have further questions or 
concerns, do not hesitate to contact Sarah or me.  I look forward to meeting all of you in November.  
 
 
Arezoo Jamshidi   Kristin McGee    Sarah Donnelly 
Director    Assistant Director   Deputy-Director General  
unctad@srmun.org  unctad@srmun.org    ddg@srmun.org  
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History of United Nations Conference on Trade and Development 
 
The United Nations Conference on Trade and Development (UNCTAD) was established in 1964 and promotes the 
development-friendly integration of developing countries into the world economy.  UNCTAD has progressively 
evolved into an authoritative knowledge-based institution.  The organization aims to help shape current policy 
debates and thinking on development, with a particular focus on ensuring that domestic policies and international 
action are mutually supportive in bringing about sustainable development.  UNCTAD has 3 main functions: it is a 
forum for intergovernmental deliberations, supported by discussions with experts and exchanges of experience 
aimed at consensus building; it undertakes research, policy analysis and data collection for the debates of 
government representatives and experts and it provides technical assistance to developing countries and least 
developed countries and of economies in transition.1  
 
The creation of UNCTAD in early 1960s was during a period of time when concerns were growing regarding the 
place of developing countries in international trade.  Many countries finally called for a conference specifically 
devoted to tackling the issues and identifying appropriate international actions to incorporate the developing world 
into the global economy.  The first United Nations Conference on Trade and Development was held in Geneva in 
1964.  After Member States realized the magnitude of the issues at hand, the conference was institutionalized to 
meet every four years, with intergovernmental bodies meeting between sessions and a permanent secretariat 
providing the necessary substantive and logistical support.  During the same year, the developing countries formed 
the Group of 77 to voice their concerns regarding international trade.2   
 
By the 1970s, UNCTAD was responsible for launching several international agreements.  One of its first was the 
Generalized System of Preferences (1968), where developed countries granted improved market access to exports 
from developing countries.  The Convention on a Code of Conduct for Liner Conferences strengthened the ability of 
developing countries to maintain national merchant fleets.  And its number of International Commodities 
Agreements aimed at stabilizing the prices of export products critical to developing countries.  Moreover, UCTAD 
was a key contributor to the definition of the target of 0.7 percent of gross domestic product (GNP) to be given as 
official development aid by developed countries to the least developed countries.  As early as 1971, UNCTAD was 
responsible for identifying the Group of Least Developed Countries (LDCs).  This act not only drew special 
attention to the particular needs of these countries but also allowed UNCTAD to become the focal point within the 
UN System for addressing LDC-related economic development issues.3   
 
In the 1980s, UNCTAD faced a changing economic and political environment that became more market-oriented - 
focusing on trade liberalization and the privatization of state enterprises.  A number of developing countries fell into 
severe debt crisis.  Despite the help of the World Bank and the International Monetary Fund, most countries were 
not able to recover quickly and many experienced negative growth and high rates of inflation.  In light of these 
developments, UNCTAD increased efforts aimed at broadening the scope of its activities to assist developing 
countries in their efforts to integrate into the global market.  In response, UNCTAD played a key role in the 
negotiations for the General Agreement on Trade in Services (GATS), and organized the first UN Conference on 
Least Developed Countries in 1981.4   
 
UNCTAD has made key developments since the 1990s by further focusing on analytical research on the linkages 
between trade, investment, technology and enterprise development.  It has also put forward a “positive agenda” for 
developing nations in international trade negotiations, designed to assist developing countries form policies with 
regard to multilateral trade negotiations.     
 
The main activities of UNCTAD can be divided into five main categories: Trade and commodities; Investment 
technology and enterprise development; Macroeconomic policies, debt and development financing; Transport, 

                                            
1 “About UNCTAD.” United Nations Conference on Trade on Development. 

http://www.unctad.org/Templates/Page.asp?intItemID=1530&lang=1  
2 “A Brief History of UNCTAD.” United Nations Conference on Trade on Development. 

http://www.unctad.org/Templates/Page.asp?intItemID=3358&lang=1  
3 Ibid. 
4 Ibid. 
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customs and information technology; and Special Program for Least Developed, Landlocked Developing and Small 
Island Developing countries.  With respect to trade and commodities, UNCTAD promotes the diversification of 
production and trade structures, and assists Member States to formulate and implement diversification policies.  It 
also emphasizes on competition and consumer polices by providing analysis and capacity building in competition 
and consumer protection laws and policies in developing countries.  UNCTAD also assists Member States in all 
aspects of trade negotiations and has a comprehensive computer based information system on trade control 
measures.5   
 
In regard to investment, technology and enterprise development, UNCTAD has supported developing countries 
participate more actively in international investment through capacity building seminars and regional symposiums.  
It also provides investment policy reviews and guides, which are intended to familiarize governments and the private 
sector with the investment environment and policies of a given country.  The Conference also services the United 
Nations Commission on Science and Technology for Development and carries out case studies on best practices in 
transfer of technology.6  
 
In the category of Macroeconomic policies, debt and development financing, UNCTAD administers policy analysis 
and research on issues concerning global economic interdependence, the international monetary and financial 
system, and macroeconomic and development policy challenges.  A computer-based debt management and financial 
analysis system (Debt Management-DMFAS Program) has also assisted countries manage their external debt.7   
 
UNCTAD’s emphasis on transport, customs and information technology has created many effective programs.  The 
Automated System for Customs Data, which is an integrated customs system that speeds up customs clearance 
procedures and helps governments to reform and modernize their customs procedures and management, has been 
installed in over eight countries.  The E-Tourism Initiative, which links sustainable tourism and information 
communication technologies (ICTs) for development, has helped developing countries’ destinations to become more 
autonomous by taking charge of their own tourism promotion by using ICT tools.  8      
 
UNCTAD continuously strives to support least developed, landlocked and small island developing countries.  
Through their designated Special Program, UNCTAD identifies the specific needs of these particularly vulnerable 
countries and tailors technical assistance to these needs.  The Conference coordinates assistance to LDCs in their 
negotiations for accession to the World Trade Organization (WTO), and in building greater capacity for future trade 
negotiations, along with capacity-building activities on trade and investment issues.9                 
 
As the central organization for trade and development, UNCTAD interacts and cooperates with a variety of other 
organizations within and outside the United Nations system.  UNCTAD and the World Trade Organization have 
been joining forces to ensure that the multilateral trading system is efficiently functioning.  The Conference also 
cooperates with United Nations Development Programme (UNDP) on a project-to-project basis in relation to 
research projects, joint workshops and seminars or technical assistance.10 
 
The highest decision-making body of UNCTAD is the quadrennial conference, at which, Member States make 
assessments of current trade and development issues, discuss policy options and formulate global policy responses.  
The conference also sets the organization’s mandate and work priorities.  Its most recent quadrennial conference was 
held on 2004 in São Paulo, Brazil and emphasized on addressing the imbalances of globalization and the need to 
overcome the supply constraints of developing countries.11     

                                            
5 “Overview of the Main Activities.” United Nations Conference on Trade on Development. 

http://www.unctad.org/Templates/Page.asp?intItemID=3359&lang=1  
6 Ibid. 
7 Ibid.  
8 Ibid. 
9 Ibid. 
10 “Relationship With Other Agencies.” United Nations Conference on Trade on Development. 

http://www.unctad.org/Templates/Page.asp?intItemID=3357&lang=1  
11 “UNCTAD Conferences.” United Nations Conference on Trade on Development. 

http://www.unctad.org/Templates/Page.asp?intItemID=3361&lang=1  
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All United Nations Member States are Member States of UNCTAD, as well as the Holy See, which is a full, voting 
member of UNCTAD. 
 

I. Diversification of Commodity and the Impact on Development 
 
Introduction 
 
Trade is a means to growth and development.  Trade and development policies are important instruments in national 
development plans and poverty reduction strategies to achieve growth, economic transformation and production, 
diversification, export value-added goods, employment expansion, poverty eradication, gender equity and 
sustainable development.  Coherence and consistency among trade and other economic policies being pursued at the 
national, bilateral, regional and multilateral levels are important for maximizing the contributions of such policies 
for development. 
 
Many developing countries remain almost wholly dependent on commodity production and exports.  However, 
statistics clearly show that the exchange of commodities in total world trade has declined from about 1/3 to about 
1/4 over the past two decades.12  Developing countries have been constrained and unable to exert any control over 
the conditions in which their commodities are sold.  This has hindered their progress to move up into the value-
added parts of international trade.  Unable to reap the full benefits of trade, this vicious cycle for developing 
countries is a huge obstacle in sustaining development.      
 
UNCTAD’s approach to commodity issues is firmly rooted in the role of the commodity sector in the development 
process and poverty reduction.  The aim is to turn the commodity sector into an engine of growth and development.  
Making use of opportunities that present themselves and to create new opportunities is a significant element in 
tackling commodities issues in the economic global community.       
 
The Economics of International Trade 
 
One reason why nations export products is because individuals and firms produce more of certain goods and 
services than can be consumed at home.  This prompts a search for foreign opportunities to sell the excess of 
products.  Nations also export products because they have been able to sell goods or services to other countries at 
prices higher than the prices they can obtain at home.  For many developing countries, exports also serve the 
purpose of earning foreign currency with which they can buy essential imports.13  Another reason for exports is the 
principle of comparative advantage.  Nations import products and services from other countries for various reasons.  
These reasons include importing goods or services that are essential to economic well-being, meeting the 
consumer’s desires that cannot be met within the local market, selling goods at lower prices because the goods or 
services can be produced more inexpensively or efficiently by other countries or due to the principle of comparative 
advantage.14   
 
The trade balance for each country is the difference in the amount between that nation’s exports and imports of 
goods and services in a given year.15  A trade surplus occurs when a country’s total annual exports exceeds its total 
annual imports.  Conversely, when imports exceed exports, a country has a trade deficit.  Trade deficits are often 
interpreted as a sign of a nation’s economic weakness by reflecting an excessive reliance on products made by 
others, due to deficiencies in the home country’s economic output.  Terms-of-trade is different from the trade 
balance because it shows the ratio of the price of an export commodity to the price of an import commodity instead 
of a total of all exports to imports.16   
 

                                            
12 “Agenda Item 4: Market Access, Market Entry and Competitiveness.” Trade and Development Board: Commission on Trade 

in Goods and Services, and Commodities. Tenth Session: February 6-10, 2006. 
http://www.unctad.org/en/docs/c1d74_en.pdf  

13 “Why do Nations Export.” Center for Strategic and International Studies. 2002 
14 Ibid. 
15 “The Trade Balance.” Center for Strategic and International Studies. 2002 
16 Ibid. 
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Governments often try to manipulate trade to achieve a wide array of economic, political, and diplomatic objectives.  
Government regulations of trade have had a significant impact on global trade flows, economic growth and 
prosperity.  The main ways in which governments tend to regulate or deregulate trade is by restricting imports or by 
encouraging exports.17   
 
Restrictions on imports generally take two forms: tariffs and quantitative restrictions.18  Tariffs are taxes that are 
imposed upon imported goods upon their entry into a country.  Tariffs are usually calculated as a percentage of the 
value of a given imported product.19  Tariffs vary widely from country to country and from product to product.  
Quantitative restrictions seek to limit access to imports by making them scarce, which according to the laws of 
supply and demand makes them more expensive.20  Most countries apply quotas to the import of certain goods and 
services.  Governments restrict imports for four basic reasons: tariffs provide a significant source of government 
revenue; they protect domestic producers/products that are thought to be vulnerable to foreign competition; to 
protect domestic health and safety if a particular product is believed to be harmful to the public; and for political 
reasons – to punish or influence the behavior of another country.21  This form of “tariff protection” is typically 
imposed early in an industry’s life.  Once imposed, tariff protection is very difficult to remove, because the 
enterprises and workers who benefit from it work very hard to keep it in place.22  Governments also regulate trade 
by providing various kinds of support for export producers.  Export subsidies come in a variety of forms, but they 
share a common characteristic of transferring government funds to domestic firms - enabling them to offer their 
products or services to other countries at lower prices.23   
 
History  
 
In the late 1920’s economies around the world struggled and failed, causing widespread unemployment and slashing 
economic production.  The United States, like many other countries, saw its revenues declining and domestic 
production increasingly endangered by cheap foreign imports.  In response, the United States Congress passed the 
Smoot-Hawley Tariff Act, which raised tariffs on imports by nearly 60 percent.24  The Act was passed as a means of 
both raising revenues and curbing imports.  In response to the Act, 60 other countries retaliated against the United 
States by raising their own tariff barriers.25  Nations also began to devalue the exchange rate of their currencies, to 
make their exports cheaper to their trade partners.26  
 
These mutual increases in tariffs and competitive devaluation are referred to as “beggar-thy-neighbor” policies.27  
Unlike most economic policies, which seek to promote mutual gains, these kinds of measures tend to only make 
matters worse for all concerned.  As a result of these devaluations and newly erected tariff barriers, the volume of 
world trade dropped dramatically and served to deepen and lengthen the Great Depression.  The disaster created by 
Smoot-Hawley Tariff Act quickly led to a strong reversal of trade policies through the Reciprocal Trade Agreement 
Act of 1934, which gave the American Executive Branch authority to negotiate tariff cuts on a bilateral basis with 
other countries.28   
 
In July 1944, representatives of the United States, Great Britain, France, Russia and 40 other countries met at 
Bretton Woods, New Hampshire, to lay the foundation for the post-war international financial order.  The United 
Nations Monetary and Financial Conference held at Bretton Woods created the International Monetary Fund (IMF) 
and the World Bank to prevent economic crisis and to rebuild the economies shattered by the war.29  The Bretton 

                                            
17 “Government Regulation of Trade.” Center for Strategic and International Studies. 2002 
18 “Import Restrictions.” Center for Strategic and International Studies. 2002 
19 Ibid. 
20 Ibid.  
21 Ibid. 
22 Ibid.  
23 Ibid.  
24 “Liberalization: The ‘Deregulation’ of International Trade.” Center for Strategic and International Studies.  

2002.  
25 Ibid.  
26 Ibid.  
27 Ibid.  
28 Ibid.  
29 “Introduction: The IMF and World Bank.” Center for Strategic and International Studies. 2002 
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Woods strategy addressed what were considered to be the two main causes of the pre-war economic downturn and 
obstacles to future global prosperity: the lack of stable financial markets around the world that had led to the war 
and the destruction caused by the war itself.30  The IMF would be aimed at stabilizing global financial markets and 
national currencies by providing the resources to establish secure monetary policy and exchange rate regimes.  The 
World Bank would rebuild Europe by facilitating investment in reconstruction and development.   
 
The IMF is controlled by 184 member-countries, each of whom appoints a representative to the IMF’s Board of 
Governors.31  The Board of Governors meets once a year to discuss and achieve consensus on major economic 
issues.  In all of its operations, voting power is weighted based on the size of the economy, and therefore the quota 
allocation of each country.32  Decisions are usually taken by consensus, but the United States, as the IMF’s major 
shareholder, has the most influence in the institution’s policy making.  The Bretton Woods Conference set out 6 
goals for the IMF in its Articles of Agreement: to promote international monetary cooperation through a permanent 
institution; to facilitate the expansion and balanced growth of international trade, and to contribute thereby to the 
promotion and maintenance of high levels of employment and real income and to the development of the productive 
resources of all members as the primary objective of economic policy; to promote exchange stability, to maintain 
order exchange arrangements among members, and to avoid competitive exchange depreciation; to assist in the 
establishment of a multilateral system of payments; to give confidence to members by making the general resources 
to the IMF temporarily available to them under adequate safeguards; and to shorten the duration and lessen the 
degree of disequilibrium in the international balances of payments of members.33  Although intended to benefit the 
global economy, the World Bank and IMF have received criticism for promoting Western-style capitalism to 
developing countries without regard to the social effects.34   
 
In the early 1960s, there was a growing concern about the place of developing countries in international trade.  This 
led many of these countries to call for the convening of a full-fledged conference specifically devoted to tackling 
these problems and identifying appropriate international actions.  Since its creation in 1964, UNCTAD has dealt 
with commodity issues, and it has long been regarded as a leader in the field.35  UNCTAD has launched numerous 
agreements and initiatives throughout the past forty-odd years to help address the concerns regarding commodity 
issues in international trade.   
 
The Generalized System of Preferences (GSP) was launched in 1968, whereby developed economies granted 
improved market access to exports from developing countries and provided a foundation for the economic global 
community.  The idea of granting developing countries preferential tariff rates in the markets of industrialized 
countries was originally presented by Raul Prebisch, the first Secretary-General of UNCTAD, at the first UNCTAD 
conference in 1964.36  Under GSP schemes of preference-giving countries, selected products originating in 
developing countries are granted reduced or zero tariff rates over the Most Favored Nation (MFN) rates.  The Least 
Developed Countries (LDCs) receive special and preferential treatment for a wider coverage of products and deeper 
tariff cuts.   
 
The World Trade Organization (WTO) was created in 1995 as a successor to General Agreement on Tariffs and 
Trade (GATT) and is one of the youngest international organizations.37  The WTO has helped to create a strong 
global trading system, contributing to unprecedented growth.  The organization’s main objective is to help trade 
flow smoothly, freely, fairly and predictably through several different measures.  It helps administer trade 
agreements by acting as a forum for them, also assisting in settling trade disputes.  The organization also reviews 
national trade policies and assists developing countries in trade policy issues, through technical assistance and 
training programs.  With 150 members, the WTO accounts for over 97 percent of world trade.38  Decisions are 
                                            
30 Ibid.  
31 “The International Monetary Fund.” Center for Strategic and International Studies. 2002 
32 Ibid. 
33 Ibid.  
34 “Introduction: The IMF and World Bank.” Center for Strategic and International Studies. 2002 
35 “A Brief History of UNCTAD.” United Nations Conference on Trade and Development. 2002. 
 http://www.unctad.org/TEMPLATES/Page.asp?intItemID=3358&lang=1  
36 Ibid. 
37 “The Multilateral Trading System-Past, Present and Future.” The World Trade Organization. 

http://www.wto.org/english/thewto_e/whatis_e/inbrief_e/inbr01_e.htm  
38 Ibid.  
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typically reached by consensus by the entire membership.  The organization’s top-level decision-making body is the 
Ministerial Conference, which meets at least once every two years.39  Below this is the General Council which meets 
several times a year to discuss the progress of the WTO. 
 
Current Situation 
 
The commodity sector remains the major source of employment, budget revenue for governments and a major 
generator of export revenue for developing countries.40  Over 50 developing countries depend on the exports of 3 or 
fewer commodities for more than half of their export earnings.41  While a number of developing countries, in 
particular the larger ones, have managed to diversity their exports away from commodities, this has not been the 
case in most the Least Developed Countries (LDCs).  The decline and instability of the world commodity process 
and resulting terms-of-trade losses have reduced economic growth in many developing countries, particularly 
LDCs.42  The prices at which commodities are exported fluctuate, often without any responsibility of the country 
concerned.  The fluctuations in commodity prices create severe financial strain on those developing countries that 
finance their debt through the revenues received from commodity exports.43   
 
The terms-of-trade losses have been considerable for non-fuel commodity exporters.  The 2005 average is about 30 
percent lower than the 1975-85 average.44  Higher oil prices also mean higher transport costs.  The cost of freight 
alone has increased by 130 percent from 2002 to 2003, and again by 72 percent from 2003 to 2004.  These 
increasing transport costs become very detrimental for small island developing States and for landlocked and transit 
developing countries.  Currently, many developing countries are in no position to service their debt due to a 
combination of low export prices and high oil imports.  The continuation of losses in terms of trade for developing 
countries only further hinders their build for competitive and productive supply capacity.  Even for LDCs who have 
had relatively good market access for their products and continue to be dependent on commodity exports have not 
managed to retain their market shares.45  These countries are losing market share even in traditional commodities, 
mainly due to underdeveloped physical and economic infrastructures, a lack of technical and institutional capacity 
and inability to compete in modern markets.46   
 
The decline in commodity prices over the past few decades could be partly attributed to productivity increases 
realized for certain commodities.  The question whether “the producers are worse off now than they were decades 
ago due to a surplus in products” is debatable.47  Many producers who have not been able to increase their 
productivity and yield and have not been able to diversify their commodity exports can attribute their decrease in 
income to an excess of supplies.  It becomes evident through the negative trend of terms-of-trade that many 
commodity producers have not succeeded in retaining the gains of productivity improvements.  It is also imperative 
to recognize “that productivity increases could vary considerably with the same sector, with large modern operations 
often improving productivity at a faster rate than small producers.”48     
 
Many small producers have inherent disadvantages and vulnerabilities in doing business and meeting market 
exigencies.  Without the ability to provide products at competitive prices and meet quality and quantity 
requirements, the possibilities for small farmers to do business with large distributors and tap opportunities offered 

                                            
39 Ibid. 
40 “Item 3: Commodities and Development.” Trade and Development Board: Commission on Trade in Goods and Services, and  
 Commodities, Tenth Session. Geneva February 6-10, 2006. http://www.unctad.org/en/docs/c1d74_en.pdf  
41 “Assuring Development Gains from the International Trading System and Trade Negotiations.” UNCTAD: Sao Paulo  
 Consensus. Eleventh Session, June 13-18, 2004. http://www.unctad.org/en/docs/td412_en.pdf  
42 “Item 3: Commodities and Development.” Trade and Development Board: Commission on Trade in Goods and Services, and  
 Commodities, Tenth Session. Geneva February 6-10, 2006. http://www.unctad.org/en/docs/c1d74_en.pdf  
43 “Report of the Meeting of Eminent Persons on Commodity Issues.” UNCTAD Trade and Development Board. Fifteenth  
 Session. October 6-17, 2003. http://www.unctad.org/en/docs/tb50d11_en.pdf  
44 Ibid.   
45 “Item 3: Commodities and Development.” Trade and Development Board: Commission on Trade in Goods and Services, and  
 Commodities, Tenth Session. Geneva February 6-10, 2006. http://www.unctad.org/en/docs/c1d74_en.pdf  
46 Ibid. 
47 “Report of the Meeting of Eminent Persons on Commodity Issues.” UNCTAD Trade and Development Board. Fifteenth  
 Session. October 6-17, 2003. http://www.unctad.org/en/docs/tb50d11_en.pdf  
48 Ibid.  
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by growing markets remain very limited.  An important part of developing supply capacity and enhancing 
producers’ bargaining strength remains the building of commodity trade supporting institutions.  A commodity 
exchange is “a market in which multiple buyers and sellers trade commodity-linked contracts on the basis of rules 
and procedures determined by the exchange.”49  Commodity exchanges can develop into effective risk mitigation 
tools for disadvantaged commodity producers.  For the developing world, a commodity exchange may act in a 
broader range of ways to stimulate trade in the commodity sector.  For example, the two largest commodity 
exchanges that have been created in India have reached a turnover level of more than US$2 billion a day.50   
 
Subsidies in developed countries remain a major problem for the developing world.  For example, of the 100 or 
more countries, which grow cotton, 80 of them are developing nations and 28 are LDCs.51  In Western and Central 
Africa alone, it is estimated that 10 million people depend directly on the cotton sector for their income.52  Export 
subsidies on agricultural production and exports in developed counties have contributed significantly to output 
increase and price declines for products and affected negatively the shares of developing countries in the markets for 
these products.  Phasing out such forms of support would eliminate major detrimental effects on developing 
countries’ income and growth prospects and considerably enhance export opportunities for developing countries.53   
 
Reliable, timely, comprehensive and user-friendly information and analysis regarding commodity price variations, 
quality and export opportunities are essential for producers in developing countries.  Improving the stream of 
information is a critical aspect of enhancing the ability of producers to benefit from market opportunities and receive 
a fair price for their products.  With the growing use of the internet, many small farmers and producers are unable to 
determine what information is relevant and accurate regarding the commodity market.  On the other hand, 
multinational firms and developed countries have no trouble finding reliable information in this regard.  Commodity 
producers and farmers are also looking for user-friendly operational systems to “increase efficiency, expand their 
markets and improve their negotiating power.”54      
 
Actions Taken by the UN and other International Organizations 
 
As the problems associated with the commodity sector have regained prominence on the international agenda, 
UNCTAD’s work has been instrumental in setting the discussion within a realistic and operational framework and in 
promoting new and innovative approaches to the issue.  UNCTAD reports have been the sources of substantive 
material relating to commodity issues in the UN General Assembly, ECOSOC, African Union, the South Summit 
and the WTO.   
 
At UNCTAD’s 11th ministerial meeting in June 2004, Member States acknowledged the urgency of the global 
commodity crisis.55  These States established an International Task Force on Commodities for a period of 4 years to 
meet under the auspices of UNCTAD.56  The objective of the Task force is to facilitate sustainable development by 
improving the commodity sectors in developing countries.  The Task Force was commissioned to meet every 2 years 
to address commodity issues, set an agenda for research, improve partnerships and greater cooperation and outline 
new policy strategies.57     
 
UNCTAD has made a major contribution to improve commodity information systems through both the InfoShare 
and InfoComm projects.  InfoShare is a flexible database system for gathering and sharing information on 
commodity prices regarding farm export and import prices.  It can also include data on intermediate costs such as 
transportation and storage, as well as information on national quality standards.  However, Infoshare is partly 

                                            
49 “Overview of the World’s Commodity Exchanges.” United Nations Conference on Trade and Development. January 31, 2006. 
50 Ibid. 
51 Ibid. 
52 Ibid.  
53 “Report of the Meeting of Eminent Persons on Commodity Issues” United Nations Conference on Trade and Development 

Trade and Development Board. Fifteenth Session. October 6-17, 2003. http://www.unctad.org/en/docs/tb50d11_en.pdf  
54 “Commodity Information.” United Nations Conference on Trade and Development. 

http://www.unctad.org/Templates/Page.asp?intItemID=3599&lang=1  
55 “The Importance of the UN International Task Force on Commodities.” Institute for Agriculture and Trade Policy: Trade and  
 Global Governance Program. September 2004.  
56 Ibid.  
57 Ibid.  
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restricted to partners who have agreed to participate, though some of its information is available for public use.  A 
version of Infoshare was launched in 2005 and is being currently being tested in Cameroon.  If successful, it will be 
initiated in other countries.  InfoShare was also chosen by the UN as one of the “10 stories the world should hear 
more about.”58   
 
The InfoComm electronic portal provides up-to-date information in three languages (English, French and Spanish) 
on factors influencing commodity markets.59  It is organized to provide information ranging from product 
characteristics and crop value to export markets and prices.  The user-friendly format allows governments, local 
producers and traders to analyze trends and market opportunities with ease.60  These opportunities are vital to the 
formulation of pertinent policies for commodity production, marketing, processing and financing.61     
 
The General Assembly of the UN, at its 57th session discussed commodity issues under agenda item 84 (b), 
“Macroeconomic policy questions: commodities.”62  Following its discussion, the General Assembly adopted 
resolution 57/236 which, in its paragraph 11: 
 
  “Calls upon the Secretary-General of the United Nations Conference on Trade and 

 Development, within existing budgetary resources, supplemented by voluntary 
 contributions as appropriate, to designate independent eminent persons to examine and 
 report on commodity issues, including volatility in commodity prices and declining terms    
 of trade and the impact these have on the development efforts of commodity-dependent   
 developing countries, for consideration by the Trade and Development Board.”63 

 
The designated eminent persons met on September 22nd and 23rd of 2003 in Geneva in order to prepare a set of 
recommendations for the Trade and Development Board.  Two years after this initiative, the Secretary-General of 
UNCTAD established a Panel of Eminent Person in October 2005.  The main objectives of this panel are to enhance 
the development role and impact of UNCTAD.     
 
Conclusion 
 
The link between the development of the commodity sector and poverty is irrefutable: “dealing with the problems of 
the commodity sector is a crucial element in reaching the Millennium Development Goals related to poverty 
reduction.”64  It is critical to understand the human costs associated with low commodity prices, particularly for the 
vulnerable and less powerful segments of the population - the rural poor and women.65  In this context, food and 
income security for the poor should be an important short-term objective.  Ultimately, in order to drastically reduce 
poverty, producers need secure conditions (i.e. food, water, healthcare, etc…) in order to fully utilize opportunities 
to diversify their productive capacity.  Member States also need the capacity to address these issues in their policy 
design and implementation and in international negotiations.66   
 
Diversifying the commodity sector alone will not address the poverty issue.  Poverty is linked to an inability to 
effectively integrate into the organized global economy, rather than exposure to the market place.  However, 
diversification and structural change in commodity dependent countries should be a long-term goal.  In order to try 
to reach the MDG of halving poverty by 2015, the international community as well as national governments, needs 
to adopt development friendly commodity strategies.67   
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New trading opportunities for developing countries are provided through the high value added, special niche product 
and services sectors in which developing countries have potential comparative advantages.  Creative industries can 
help foster positive externalities while preserving and promoting cultural heritages and diversity.  Enhancing 
developing countries’ participation in new and dynamic growth opportunities in world trade is important in realizing 
development gains from international trade and trade negotiations, and represents a positive sum game for 
developed and developing nations.68  
 
Committee Directive 
 
As a delegate it is critical to recognize the connection between trade and development.  With numerous obstacles 
related to commodities, it will be critical to be as comprehensive as possible when researching your country’s policy 
in order to address this topic with efficiency and success.  
 
It is first important to distinguish your country’s issues in regard to commodities.  Is you country developed or 
developing, and more particularly is it a LDC?  Delegates should research their level of assistance needed.  How 
diverse is your country’s commodity exports?  Are commodity revenues a critical part of your economy?  Where do 
you stand in regard to terms of trade?  What actions toward tackling its commodity issues has your country made 
thus far?  Which policy strategies have proven successful?  Is your country involved with any commodity 
exchanges?  If you represent a developed country, what policies does your State have in place to aid vulnerable 
countries with their commodity related issues?   
 
While this problem is both broad and complex, it is essential that delegates attempt to create very focused, 
innovative and creative approaches to these important issues.   
                   
 

II. The Effects of Trade on Gender 
 

“Gender equality is more than a goal in itself.  It is a precondition for meeting the challenge of reducing poverty, 
promoting sustainable development and building good governance.”69 

-Kofi Annan 
 

Introduction 
 
The United Nations Conference on Trade and Development (UNCTAD) supports the elimination of gender related trade 
inequities.  Gender equality is a basic right outlined in the United Nations Charter.70  It is defined as allowing men and 
women “equal conditions realizing their full human rights and potential to contribute to national political, economic, 
social and cultural development and benefit equally from the results.”71  Gender equality strives for equal opportunities 
for men and women, while recognizing each gender’s differences.  The United Nations has recommended a course of 
action to promote gender equality by means of education and literacy and providing women a voice in politics and public 
policy to provide them more opportunities.  Even though there is a guideline of what should be accomplished, the 
methods of implementing gender equality are quite different.  It is important to develop models in all sectors of society, 
which will best uphold national ideology while instilling a new sense of gender awareness. 
 

                                            
68 “Assuring Development Gains from the International Trading System and Trade Negotiations.” United Nations Conference on 
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Trade can be beneficial to developing nations leading to sustained growth and “efficient allocation of resources in the 
world economy.”72  Nations will increase their capital as they export more goods and services, increasing employment 
opportunities and average income.73  Trade can have numerous benefits for developing nations but it can also stimulate 
and enhance issues relating to gender.  Therefore, it is important to examine gender and gender equality when developing 
realistic trading policies. 
 
Since trade policy is “closely intertwined with domestic fiscal, monetary and labor market policies” it is important that 
the trade policies equally encourage the involvement of women.74  Traditionally women have been segregated in the 
labor market, limiting their access to economic resources.75  Expectations about women’s roles, and confining them to 
those roles, have contributed to this problem.  Men tend to have a greater access to education and more advanced training 
than women.  Women are less likely to receive skill training, education and credit, and the educational disparity limits 
women’s participation in the workforce.76  Male dominance in the workplace continues to decrease women’s ability to 
earn income and access resources.77  Due to the subordinate role of women in many societies, they have less influence in 
the workplace and do not have the means to present a united front to policy makers and governments.  The result has 
been a lack of active participation by women in the market economy and the inability to promote change. 
 
To fully understand the impact of gender on trade, it is important to understand the implications of gender in society.  
Women must be given the opportunity to participate and advance in the workforce allowing them to contribute to the 
economy.  This will lead to, and possibly accomplish, gender equality.  Thus it is important for a nation to set 
economically successful trade policies while also considering the impact of gender.   
 
Gender biases limit the resources that women have access to, thereby limiting their influence in the market economy.78  
By lifting these biases and allowing equal access to resources, more people will have the ability to develop their 
economic capacity.  For example, in most instances, women are not less likely than men to receive a loan, but they are 
more likely to receive a loan in a lesser amount. 79  This occurs because men typically have more investment capital, and 
have more education and training – all of which qualify them for larger loans.  If developing nations ignore the issues 
surrounding gender, trade gender biases will continue, creating economic hardships for women and potentially injuring 
the market economy as a whole.  “Gender-based inequalities in control over resources such as land, credit and skills not 
only hinder women’s ability to take advantage of new opportunities created by trade liberalization, but also constrain the 
output response and thus the export capacity of the whole economy.”80 
  
It can be relatively difficult to compare gender and trade as there is a general assumption that trade policies are gender 
neutral – affecting men and women equally.81  In actuality, trade policies can have a profound impact on a women’s life, 
“it has a direct impact on their income earning capacity (as employees or entrepreneurs), it also influences government 
policies to provide services to women, and ultimately it can change women's role in society.” 82  Trade agreements have 
the ability to enforce policies that disadvantage women or even restrict certain government actions that help women.83  
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Therefore, trade agreements also have the ability to implement the reverse by directly increasing income or encouraging 
governments to pursue gender inclusive policies.   
 
The UNCTAD Secretariat recommended that there should be an investigation regarding the effect of international 
commitments towards gender and trade.  This would examine whether or not international organizations that could have 
a considerable impact on the issue, such as the General Agreement on Tariffs and Trade (GATT) and the World Trade 
Organization (WTO), are helping or hindering the pursuit of gender equality.84 
 
Potential Effects of Trade Agreements on Women 
 
Trade agreements can have differing effects on men and women thus increasing the importance to develop trade policies 
that focus on gender and development.85  Microfinance policies that were developed in the 1980s have been shown to 
greatly benefit women.  Microfinance provides low-income persons with small loans, called micro-credit, to be used for 
small business ventures.86  This policy increased the likelihood that women would receive a loan and could use that 
funding for small business ventures. 
 
Trade agreements that support increased competition can also have a positive impact on women.  Increased competition 
will ideally encourage women to enter the market.  However, if there is a high level of competition for a good or service 
this can lead to a discrepancy of wages or a dramatic drop in wages for either gender.  Trade policies that focus on 
exports could also be positive for women since recent studies have shown that “export-orientation in developing 
countries develops in tandem with the increase in women’s share of paid employment.”87 
 
One issue that seems to be in favor of supporting women, but could have a negative effect on them, is the influence of 
multilateral trade agreements that specifically address women.  Agreements such as these could trump current national 
policies or not account for cultural and social differences between nations.  Trade policies should be flexible to the point 
where gender equality is encouraged but each nation has the opportunity to set forth a domestic plan to encourage such 
equality.  It is important to uphold the sovereignty of each nation while still ensuring that the citizens receive the rights 
set for in the UN Declaration of Human Rights.88 
 
The negative effects of trade on women can be very detrimental.  Trade agreements that do not consider the position of 
women can cause a lack of or decrease in female participation in the labor market, poor work conditions, wage inequality 
and continued job segregation.89  Women are major players in the world’s social economy, and the unpaid tasks they 
perform such as caring for the sick and maintaining the household supports all productive activity.90  Therefore, poor 
economic policies can substantially damage social structures and family life – leaving women the most affected.  Many 
times women are either forced to enter the workforce, ignoring the domestic needs of their family, or turn to 
prostitution.91 
 
Past UN Action 
 
The first major UN actions taken to fight discrimination against women were in the Charter of the UN and the 
Declaration of Human Rights.  These documents stated that men and women should have equal rights and social 
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progress should be made.92  Major action towards the elimination of gender segregation was made in 1979, at the 
Convention on the Elimination of All Forms of Discrimination against Women.93  One of the most important steps the 
convention took towards eliminating discrimination was recognizing the need to abolish discriminatory laws and adopt 
“appropriate ones prohibiting discrimination against women.”94 
  
The 1995 Beijing Declaration and Platform for Action was a push by the United Nations to show that gender inequality 
was a human rights issue.95  This Declaration listed objectives for gender equality and noted the importance of the role of 
women in the economy, both international and domestic.96  In this declaration, governments were asked to guarantee that 
their trade agreements would not negatively impact women.  In 2000, the General Assembly hosted a session on 
“Women 2000: Gender equality, Development and Peace for the Twenty-First Century.”97  The purpose of this session 
was to reaffirm the 1995 Beijing Declaration and to ensure that proper action was being taken.   
 
Perhaps one of the most important steps taken by UNCTAD to eliminate the gender segregation in trade is the 
Entrepreneurship Development Program (EMPRETEC).98  EMPRETEC is an entrepreneurship and capacity-building 
program to help entrepreneurs “build innovative and internationally competitive [small and medium enterprise] 
SMES.”99  SMES contribute to the successful development of the private sector by providing entrepreneurs with training, 
financing and making connections with larger companies.100  Within EMPRETEC, UNCTAD has designed training 
especially for women, which will address their specific needs.101 
 
The Role of the United Nations and Other Organizations 
 
The Millennium Development Goals (MDGs) clearly outline that gender is a very important issue.  Goal 3 states that 
Member States must “promote gender equality and empower women” by encouraging development and economic 
growth.102  This also ties in with the goal 8, which states that the UN will “develop a global partnership for 
development.”103  The 8 MDGs were chosen by the General Assembly to improve the livelihood of the world’s poorest 
by encouraging development and greater human rights.  It is UNCTAD’s understanding that the achievement of the 
MDGs must be met within trade policies as well. 
 
UNCTAD has taken a very active role in solving gender related trade inequities.  UNCTAD hosts a quadrennial 
conference in which “members discuss and analyze current trade and development issues and formulate policy 
responses.”104  These conferences play a pivotal role in identifying the role of UNCTAD in addressing economic 
development problems.  Recently, the conferences have introduced the issue of women and trade, recognizing the 
importance of the topic.  The past 3 UNCTAD conferences have focused on reconciling the gender divide in trade issues, 
bringing international recognition to the issue of gender equality.  For example, the Thailand conference, held in 
February of 2000, focused on ensuring women’s political, economic and social participation.105   
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The UNCTAD conference held in 2004 in Brazil was very active in considering the relationship between gender and 
trade.  One important roundtable discussion mentioned that gender inequality is present in all societies and it is the duty 
of the home government to change this attitude.106  The conference mentioned that prior efforts by governments to 
change the bias towards women could be effective.107  One important discussion at the Brazil conference focused entirely 
on gender and trade, and it was recommended that women, especially during childhood, have greater access to education 
and opportunities to build employment related skills.108  These recommendations focused on domestic issues due to the 
belief that the most effective gender policies begin on the local level.  Once the local level policies have been 
implemented, the conference recommended a global movement to reduce discrimination in labor markets and most 
importantly, consistency of implementing gender equality policies.109 
 
Another method used to implement gender equality mentioned at numerous conferences is the idea of gender 
mainstreaming.  In 1997, United Nations Economic and Social Council (ECOSOC) defined gender mainstreaming as: 
 

“… the process of assessing the implications for women and men of any planned action including 
legislation, policies, and programs, in any area and at all levels.  It is a strategy for making 
women’s as well as men’s concerns and experiences an integral dimension in the design, 
implementation, monitoring and evaluation of policies and programs in all political, economic, 
and societal spheres so that women and men benefit equally, and inequality is not                
perpetuated.  The ultimate goal is gender equality.”110 

 
This outlined definition for gender mainstreaming provides a framework for policy makers to implement effective 
gender policies.  Gender mainstreaming should not be considered a substitute for gender equality; instead it should be 
seen as a step towards gender equality.  If more attention is brought to the individual contributions of each gender, it will 
allow for a better understanding of what policies should be implemented in order to achieve gender equality.  
 
Two organizations that support gender equality are the International Gender and Trade Network (IGTN) and Women 
Watch.  IGTN is “a network of feminist gender specialists who provide technical information on gender and trade issues 
to women's groups, NGOs, social movements and governments.”111  The IGTN acts as a political medium to encourage 
policymakers to consider feminist perspectives.  Women Watch is an entity of the UN, which serves as a “central 
gateway” which studies the gender related topics being discussed by different bodies in the UN and how these topics 
promote gender equality.112  Women Watch is primarily a source of information for other UN bodies.  It simplifies the 
research process of other UN bodies by consolidating the information on one website.  An entity of Women Watch is the 
Inter-Agency Network on Women and Gender Equality (IANWGE).  The IANWGE is led by UNCTAD and works with 
all UN Regional Commissions.113  The main objective of the IANWGE is to inform policy makers of the issues and 
policies, which are the most important for achieving gender equality.114 
 
Current Situation 
 
Significant progress has been made since the formation of the United Nations regarding the status of women.  Women 
now have more opportunities in the labor force and there has been a narrowing of the wage gap between men and 
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women.115  However, the role of women in politics and economics remains largely unchanged.116  Women are not 
members of influential trade policy-making organizations and are not having their voices heard.  Therefore it is not only 
vital for policy makers to include women in the trade debate but also realize that their policies can have positive impacts 
on achieving gender equality. 
 
As nations increase internal development by means of technological advancement, the economic opportunities for 
women also increase.  As the demand for labor intensive goods and services increases, so does the opportunity of 
employment for women.117  In agrarian societies, women are more likely than men to work on small-scale farms, thus the 
technological shift to production from small-scale farms can result in numerous job losses.118  If a primarily agrarian 
nation is making the shift to a production-oriented economy, this significantly decreases the occupational opportunities 
women have.  However, in nations that are more technologically advanced, women are more likely to work in export 
related industries, which can cause competition between women.  As women from different nations produce the same 
goods and services, they are essentially competing against other women who can decrease wages and working conditions 
for women. 
 
One theory proposed to lessen the gender gap is the idea of trade liberalization.  Trade liberalization reduces and 
eventually eliminates tariff and non-tariff barriers between nations.119  Trade liberalization is centered on the idea that if 
the economic market is unrestrained, productivity will be increased, and global economic activity will be more efficient.  
In theory, trade liberalization would have a positive effect on women.  Since women are increasingly involved in export 
related industries, such as clothing, footwear and data processing, there would be a higher demand for those occupations.  
This would provide more women with stable employment and income. 
 
Conclusion 
 
The future of gender equality in trading practices is dependent on the policies that are implemented.  If UNCTAD takes 
an active role is settling the gender/trade discrepancy then the future will be very optimistic.  Gender equality in trade 
related issues are vital, both for development and to accomplish the humanitarian goals of the UN.  Trade can be an 
opportunity for women to enter the workforce and decrease the wage gap, thus improving their communities and 
developing their economies.  This has enhanced the status of women while also benefiting the export competitiveness of 
nations.  Given the implications gender has on trade, it is important to remember the contributions women are bringing to 
the market economy. 
 
Committee Directive 
 
This discussion can go many different directions: does gender inequality impact trade?  Does trade create avenues for 
gender inequality?  Therefore it is important to examine the multiple aspects of this topic.  Examine both the trade and 
gender issue at the national and international level.  Economic activity on both levels impacts women’s every day lives.  
Examine your country’s national trading policies and global trade agreements.  Examine whether or not these have 
contributed or hindered gender equality.  Does your country support the idea that female friendly or gender neutral 
trading practices will stimulate economic development?  Why is this important to your nation?  It is also important to 
review the structural framework in which trade policy decisions are made on both levels as well. 
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III. Information and Communications Technologies as an Enabler for Growth, Development and 
Competitiveness 

 

“The new technologies that are changing our world are not a panacea or a magic bullet.  But they 
are, without doubt, enormously powerful tools for development.  They create jobs.  They are 
transforming education, health care, commerce, politics and more.  They can help in the delivery 
of humanitarian assistance and even contribute to peace and security.  One of the most pressing 
challenges in the new century is to harness this extraordinary force, spread it throughout the 
world, and make its benefits accessible and meaningful for all humanity, in particular the poor.” 

-Kofi Annan, November 20, 2001120 

Introduction 
 
Technology has played an important role in economic development and it continues to challenge the developing 
world.  This is especially true for Information and Communication Technologies (ICTs), which impact all economic 
activities and have a wide range of functions.  ICT usually refers to computer technology, but also to other rapidly 
improving forms of technology such as radio, television and mobile telephony.  The defining characteristic of ICT is 
the capacity to harness, access and apply information and diffuse knowledge at electronic speed to all types of 
human activity, thereby increasing the productivity to contemporary knowledge-based economies and societies.121  
The UN’s definition of the scope of ICT states: “Information and communication technologies comprise a complex 
and heterogeneous set of goods, applications and services used to produce, distribute, process and transform 
information.  The ICT sector consists of segments as diverse as telecommunications, television and radio 
broadcasting, computer hardware and software, computer services and electronic media as well as the content of 
these media.”122  In recent years the global community has witnessed the emergence of an Information Society.  The 
digital revolution in information and communication technologies has created the platform for free flow of 
information, ideas and knowledge across the globe – radically transforming how the world communicates.  Although 
development in the field of ICT has grown dramatically over the past decade, it has also increased the digital divide.   
 
In its basic form, the digital divide refers to the divide between individuals or groups who have access to digital 
technologies and those who do not.  Because inequalities in access to technologies are evident in different ways, 
sometimes those who have access are still part of the “digital exclusion.”  These individuals or groups could either 
have access to less efficient digital technologies (i.e. lower-performance computers, lower-quality or high priced 
connections, difficulty in obtaining technical assistance) or those lacking the awareness of what digital technologies 
can offer.123 
 
The United Nations Development Fund has reported “on the failings of technological changes to empower the 
developing world, and warns against the ever-growing disparities between affluent nations and those who lack basic 
skills, resources, and infrastructure.”124  Reports indicate that that the levels of inequality in access to ICTs are 
around twice the average levels of income inequality.125  The digital divide is limiting development opportunities 
since ICTs are a powerful enabler of development goals. 
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ICTs improve communication and the exchange of knowledge and information.  This exchange strengthens and 
creates new social and economic networks from personal use to business and government.  ICTs create an 
acceleration factor through the power of networks that become even more influential and useful the more people are 
connected to it.  Thus, increasing network returns as network usage increases.   ICTs can also dramatically reduce 
transaction costs, which is critical in the context of poverty.126  ICTs’ power to store, retrieve, sort, filter, distribute 
and share information can lead to substantial efficiency gains in production, distribution and markets, and benefits 
for social processes.      
 
History 
   
Communication technology has come a long way since its first advance with the telegraph in 1844.  Although 
initially telegraph lines did not cross national borders, their use continued to spread throughout the world.  The 
continuing expansion of telegraph networks in a growing number of countries finally prompted 20 European States 
to meet to develop a framework agreement covering international interconnection.  Shortly after, the patent for the 
telephone was established.  In response to the developing communications networks, an International Telegraphy 
Union was created in 1885 to draft international legislation governing telephony.127    
 
By 1896 the invention of wireless telegraphy, the first type of radio communication, was introduced to the 
international community.128  With the invention of radiotelegraph, it was decided that a conference was needed to 
study the question of international regulations for radiotelegraph communications.  In the early 1900s, several 
committees were created to address issues, define international standards and coordinate technical studies, tests and 
measurements in the various fields of telecommunications.  In 1932, during the Madrid Conference, the 
International Telegraphy Union decided to combine the International Telegraph Convention of 1865 and the 
International Radiotelegraph Convention of 1906 to form the International Telecommunications Union (ITU).129  
ITU was established as an impartial, international organization within which governments and the private sector 
could coordinate the operation of telecommunication networks and services, and advance the development of 
communications technology.  With the creation of the United Nations the ITU became on UN specialized agency on 
October 15, 1947.  Throughout the mid-1900s, ITU continued to address the issues of modern telecommunications 
as well as the new challenges of space communications systems.  Conferences were held to allocate frequencies to 
various space services and allocate a new kind of space service using non-geostationary satellites, know as Global 
Mobile Personal Communications by Satellite (GMPCS).130    
 
The ITU worked closed with the United Nations in the 1970s addressing regional transport and communications 
issues, especially in Africa.  Several key resolutions were passed in the early 1980s in the General Assembly and the 
Economic and Social Council (ECOSOC) regarding advances in communications within the international 
community.  General Assembly Resolution 35/109, called upon the General Assembly the ITU and the Economic 
and Social Council to propose a World Communications Year to “recognize the fundamental importance of 
communications infrastructures as an essential element in the economic and social development of all countries.”131     
 
In 1982, the Plenipotentiary Conference of ITU met in Nairobi to create an Independent Commission for Worldwide 
Telecommunications Development.  For the first time in the history of the Union, those present recognized the 
“fundamental importance of communications infrastructures as an essential element in the economic and social 
development of all countries”132 In 1985, the landmark “Missing Link” report of the Independent Commission for 
Worldwide Telecommunications Development recommended that by the year 2000 every village in the world 
should have access to a basic telephone.133  More than two decades later, despite repeated efforts by government, 
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business, civil society and international organizations aimed at bridging the digital divide, this simple goal still 
remains unachieved.   
 
In 1998, the ITU instructed its Secretary-General to present the Union’s desire to hold a World Summit on the 
Information Society (WSIS) to the United Nations Administrative Committee on Coordination (ACC) and then 
report to the ITU governing body, the Council, on the results of that consultation.  Geared with support from the 
ACC, it was decided that the Summit would be held under the high patronage of the UN Secretary-General, with 
ITU taking the lead role in preparations.   
 
The ITU Council determined to hold the WSIS in two phases.  The first phase took place in Geneva, Switzerland 
from December 10-12, 2003.  The second phase took place in Tunis, Tunisia from November 16-18, 2005.  The 
objective of the first phase was to develop and foster a clear statement of political will and take concrete steps to 
establish the foundations for an Information Society for all.  The objective of the second phase was to put Geneva’s 
Plan of Action into motion, as well as to find solutions and reach agreements in the fields of Internet governance, 
financing mechanisms and follow-up and implement the Geneva and Tunis documents.134        
 
Another key institution for the development of ICTs was created in July of 1995 at a meeting hosted by the World 
Bank.  The Global Information Infrastructure Commission (GIIC) is an independent, non-governmental initiative 
involving communications related industry leaders from developing as well as industrialized countries.  The GIIC 
was originally created as a three-year mandate.  Due to its many significant achievements during its first 3 years an 
overwhelming majority of the GIIC members expressed a desire to continue the initiative.  This was achieved at the 
1997 Annual Meeting of the GIIC in Cologne, Germany.  The GIIC recognizes that traditional institutions and 
regulatory frameworks can no longer meet the increasingly complex challenges and opportunities of globalized 
information.  The GIIC has aided in the development of guiding principles on a variety of global policies and 
applications that helped define the GIIC focusing on the role of the private sector on issues relating to investment, 
market access, standards, technology and applications; interaction between public officials and the private sector, 
bringing expanded dialogue and understanding of diverse perspectives and solutions; and the redefinition of the 
roles of international organizations in the development of GII.135    
 
ICTs and MDGs 
 
The uneven diffusion of technology has significant consequences for the social, economic and political development 
of Member States.  It is critical to understand that “the digital divide is not a problem in itself, but a symptom of 
deeper, more important divides: income, development and literacy.”136  The underlying causes of the digital divide, 
such as poverty and lack of education, are the primary focuses of the Millennium Development Goals (MDGs).  
There is a strong correlation between developing ICTs and the objectives of the MDGs.  Member States’ 
technological capabilities to acquire, adapt and improve upon scientific and technological knowledge are a major 
determinant in their capacity to narrow both income and technological gaps, and in achieving sustainable 
development.  ICTs are inter-related to all 7 MDGs targeted at specific objectives in promoting development and 
improving daily life.  Specifically, the 8th goal of the MDGs directly relates to targeting the obstacles regarding 
ICTs.  Within goal 8, Target 18 proposes, “in cooperation with the private sector, make available the benefits of new 
technologies, especially information and communication.”137  The acquisition of digital technology is central to 
developing states’ efforts to achieve the MDGs. 
   
ICTs & Poverty Eradication (Goal 1) 
 
The multidimensional nature of poverty reveals complex causes and presents challenging solutions.  Many people 
are often deprived of basic nutritional, education and healthcare needs in addition to being denied access to 
knowledge and information.  As primary sources of economic opportunity and political empowerment, poor access 
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to information renders many a part of the digital exclusion.138  Therefore while lack of access to ICT is not a primary 
problem for the poverty stricken population, poverty is one of the main underlying causes of the digital divide.  
Thus, it is critical to address the issues of poverty before trying to address the lack of digital technologies.   
 
Promoting opportunities for the poor is an essential element of poverty reduction.  It is critical to strategically 
address the lack of digital technologies in the Least Developed Countries (LDCs).  Focusing attention on ICT 
intervention that accommodates local needs and conditions is paramount.  For example, supplying a rural village 
with Internet access and computers does not necessarily aid in narrowing the gap of the divide if the people are 
unfamiliar and unknowledgeable about the new technologies. 139  Therefore poverty reduction programs that 
incorporate ICTs have to first create an infrastructure that can accommodate the introduction of new technologies.  
According to the World Bank, this strategy will be promote further development while strengthening the ICTs 
already in place: “Promoting macroeconomic growth; increasing market access, efficiency and competitiveness of 
the poor; improving social inclusion of isolated populations; and facilitating political empowerment should be 
principal areas to address to create an environment to reap the full benefits of ICT.”140     
 
ICTs & Education (Goal 2)       
 
There are many obstacles to achieving the MDG target of all children receiving primary school education.  The 
United Nations Economic and Social Council has reported that “an additional 15-35 million educated and trained 
teachers will be needed over the next decade if all countries are to achieve the MDG of universal primary education 
by 2015.”141  ICTs can help alleviate the chronic shortage of facilities and teachers in an efficient and cost effective 
manner for many countries facing budgetary constraints.  ICT-based distance training can overcome the shortage of 
primary school teachers by accelerating instruction while supplementing current teachers’ needs.142 
 
ICTs & Gender Equality (Goal 3) 
 
The MDG on gender equality has the specific target to “eliminate gender disparity in primary and secondary 
education preferably by 2005 and in all levels of education no later than 2015.”143  With gender equality central to 
the achievement of the MDGs, it is crucial to ensure that women and men benefit equally from the social and 
economic opportunities ICTs can provide.  Women around the world face numerous obstacles in their access and 
use of ICTs - ranging from literacy and education, to language, time income and social-cultural norms.  However, 
ICTs can be used to influence public opinion on gender equality, and for participation in political processes.  One 
example is how the global initiative Womenaction.org connected hundreds of networks of women’s organization 
online to strengthen women’s participation in the five-year review of the Beijing Platform for Action.144  
 
ICTs can promote gender equality by providing “online opportunities that are not always available in the ‘offline’ 
world, by providing virtual spaces and linkages that favor small-scale entrepreneurship.”145  ICTs have the potential 
to assist women to improve the economic return of their traditional activities, “by providing information and training 
on methodologies to improve their productivity and their quality of life.”146  For example, ICT can help women 
entrepreneurs, even at grassroots level, to reduce transaction costs, increase market coverage, and even expand 
across borders.  In Guyana, a women weavers’ cooperative has used the Internet to market and sell handcrafted 
hammocks resulting in a very high income for local standards.  Using methods such as the Internet, mobile 
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telephony, satellite based radio, CD-ROMs and distance learning women can share valuable knowledge, exchange 
market information and be exposed to new education opportunities.147  This not only elevates the status of women, 
but also strengthens local/regional economies through long-term economic development. 
 
The design of gender-sensitive ICT policies and education policies is key to ensuring that ICT be a driver for gender 
equality.  In terms of ICT policies, it is widely recognized that the social aspects of ICT should be included in 
policy-making processes, and important gender implications are embedded in technical policy choices in network 
architecture and deployment, pricing and tariffs issues.  Technology should be integrated into girls’ education and 
women’s literacy programs, and gender balance should be encouraged in science and technology higher education 
programs.148  Already ICT is offering new opportunities for women employed in innovative and non-traditional 
sectors, such as e-commerce, marketing of telecommunications and Internet services, and other ICT-enabled 
businesses.   
 
ICTs & Health (Goal 4, 5 & 6) 
 
The influence of ICT on healthcare in developing countries has already been immense.  ICT has enabled healthcare 
workers to “perform remote consultation and diagnosis, access medical information and coordinate research 
activities more effectively in the past two decades than in the history of medicine.”149  ICT is an essential component 
in providing remote healthcare services, storing and disseminating healthcare information, and research, training and 
networking of and for health workers.  Through both traditional (radio, TV, video, CD) and new (wireless, Internet) 
ICT media, ICT can also provide an effective and cost-effective channel for the distribution of healthcare and 
disease prevention information to the general public.150   
 
The role of ICT in achieving health-related MDGs is indispensable.  ICT are an invaluable tool for both healthcare 
workers and the international development community for their combined efforts in the reduction of child mortality 
(Goal 4), improvement of maternal health (Goal 5), and combating HIV/AIDS, malaria and other diseases (Goal 
6).151  ICT can be used by healthcare workers to establish databases to track vaccination programs, to coordinate 
antibiotic shipments and to inform communities of medical services that can reduce child mortality.  ICT can 
critically reduce the incidence of maternal death by facilitating access to information and healthcare services.152   
 
In the battle against HIV/AIDS pandemic, ICT can “enhance disease monitoring and management, drug distribution 
systems, training of care givers, patient education and monitoring and facilitation of the development of support 
networks for people living with HIV/AIDS and their care givers.”153  Developing countries have yet to utilize the 
extent that ICT can enhance HIV/AIDS response.  In many cases, developing countries lack both infrastructure and 
human capacity needed to implement comprehensive ICT strategies that could considerably assist in prevention, 
treatment and policy support.154  ICT has the potential to seriously impact the prevention and treatment for 
HIV/AIDS and other infectious and communicable diseases. 
 
ICTs & Environment (Goal 7)     
 
Managing and protecting the environment contributes to “improving human health conditions, sustaining agriculture 
and other primary production sectors as well as reducing risks of natural disasters such as floods, mudslides and 
wildfire.”155  The effects of ICT on sustaining the environment are multifaceted.  ICT encourages greater 
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participation in environmental protection activities through networking and information exchange.  ICT also 
provides researchers with critical tools for “the observation, simulation and analysis of environmental processes.”156  
For example the use of satellite technology to collect spatial information, information related to a particular 
geographical location or area could be used to understand the capability of the land to support economic activity and 
water use efficiency.  ICT plays a key role in environmental management in activities ranging from optimizing clean 
production methods to decision making. 
 
International and Regional Trends 
 
Currently, one billion people do not have access to telephones and around 8 million villages or 30 percent of all 
villages worldwide are still without any kind on connection.157  The gap exists not just in the creation and diffusion 
of technologies, but also in domestic abilities to put available technologies into effective use.  Today, many 
developed countries spend around 1.5 to 3.8 percent of their GNP on research and development for technology and 
fund more than 80 percent of the world’s research and development.158  In contrast, most developing countries spend 
less than 0.5 percent of their GNP on research and development activities and some developing countries spend as 
little as 0.01 percent of their GNP.159 
 
A needed prerequisite for the development of ICTs will be the recognition of differences between national and 
regional needs, and the prioritization of action plans and implementation strategies.  In examining the context for 
ICT development in sub-Saharan Africa (SSA) and low-income Asian countries, a recent study found significant 
differences.  Poor governance in a number of African countries and lower literacy rates prevents the complete 
development of ICT in SSA.  Contributing to this issue is the lack of access to ICT.  In Africa using the digital 
divide access index, over 90 percent of the countries have low access.160  In contrast well over the majority of Asian 
nations have a literacy rate of more than 80 percent, and a large majority of countries have medium access to ICT. 161  
SSA sees lower tertiary enrollments in technical subjects than in Asian countries and therefore produces fewer 
scientists and engineers that engage in research and development activities.  The number of engineers average at 83 
per million in SSA countries, while the average for all developing nations is 514 per million, and for Newly 
Industrializing Countries (NICs), 2,121 per million.162  SSA countries also spend 0.28 percent of their GNP for 
research and development while the world average is 0.39 percent and NICs’ average is 1.5 percent.163  The gap in 
the digital divide is created from issues relating to governance, access to ICT, literacy, advanced education, and lack 
of research and development in ICT.   
 
This technology gap is not only slow in diffusing across borders but within borders as well.  Problems relating to 
ICT development can be seen in developing and developed countries.  In Germany, for example, 16 years after 
reunification, a technology gap still exists between the East and West.  This gap is manifested in terms of 
productivities, patents and private sector research and development.  In most of the former East Germany, the gross 
domestic product per employee is still less than Euros 42,300 while in most of the West, it is more than Euros 
48,600.164  Whether in SSA or in East Germany, national and regional needs vary and therefore need specific 
responses to address the unique challenges of ICT development. 
 
Action Taken by UNCTAD and other International Organizations 
   
UNCTAD has played a crucial role in narrowing the gap of the digital divide and assisting developing states with 
technology development.  UNCTAD, in partnership with the United Nations Commission on Science and 
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Technology for Development (CSTD), promotes capacity building for the effective application of science and 
technology.  UNCTAD publishes an annual E-Commerce and Development Report, which provides data and 
analyses on the impact of ICT on economic growth, enterprise development and trade competitiveness in developing 
countries.  This annual report provides policy makers in developing countries an analytical and empirical basis for 
taking the appropriate decisions in the field of ICT and e-business at the national level.  UNCTAD has also 
encouraged development in ICT through partnerships between nations, such as the global Partnership on Measuring 
ICT for Development.  This partnership was launched at the occasion of UNCTAD XI in Sao Paulo, Brazil (June 
2004), and aims to assist developing countries in their production of comparable ICT statistics for monitoring ICT 
developments and assessing national ICT policies and strategies.165       
 
UNCTAD has also created projects, such as the Connect Africa project, to assist developing countries with ICT 
development.  Connect Africa’s focus is to creatively enact ICT policy.  It provides customized training to ICT 
engineers and technicians from Africa’s Least Developed Countries (LDCs).  The Kingdom of Lesotho was the first 
country to benefit from this project receiving 220 computers, software applications and open-source network 
solutions that were installed in schools and other key institutions in the country.  However, computers alone will not 
overcome the technology gap.  In addition, training for ICT engineers and technicians has accompanied the 
introduction of the computers as well.166       
 
Any policy on how to use ICT for development needs to be based on accurate data and information.  Understanding 
that, UNCATD created The Digital Divide Report to monitor and assess ICT readiness, usage and impact.  It 
includes a cross-country analysis of connectivity, access to ICTs and policy measures of more than 150 countries.  
Most importantly, the Report adds depth to its benchmarking analysis by describing examples of innovative 
grassroots programs in the field of ICTs in Africa.  The Report contributes to the discussion on how to overcome the 
digital divide on the basis of examples of ICT policies that are being enacted in practice and to draw guidance as to 
how implementation might be improved.167   
 
While UNCTAD has been a leader in addressing issues surrounding the digital divide and developing, other 
international organizations have played an equally important role.  At the World Summit on the Information Society 
(WSIS) the Digital Solidarity Fund was created to complement existing national and international financial 
resources.  The Fund is based on voluntary contributions from citizens, local and national public institutions, as well 
as by donations from private businesses and civil society.  The funds raised are used to support projects aimed at 
reducing digital disparities particularly through financing: development projects that have a strong impact on socio-
economic activities and preserve cultural diversity; non-solvent demand in order to create new activities and, in due 
course, new markets and improved job opportunities; the supply of appropriate equipment; the development of local 
contents, applications and services for administrations and communities, particularly for marginalized groups 
(women, disabled people, etc…); and the training of human resources and the fight against intellectual migration.168    

 
Conclusion 
 
The potential for increased availability of information, new methods of communication, and improved and efficient 
processes for many different economic activities can be accessible with the proper strategies.  The formulation and 
implementation of national ICT strategies that deal effectively with the preceding challenges must be particularly 
sensitive to two elements: the need for mechanisms to monitor and assess ICT readiness, usage, and impact; and the 
need to link ICT policies to other development policies, such as education, trade, health to allow for benefits from 
these different elements and more broad-based diffusion of ICT.169   
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The importance of the establishment of basic innovation systems leading to advanced innovation systems in 
developing countries must also be recognized and prioritized by donors and countries themselves.  Platform 
technologies will be key, infrastructure will be the foundation, investment in science and technology and education 
needs to increase, and the role of universities need reforms.  Governments need to also promote business activities in 
science, technology and innovation.   

 
Committee Directive 
  
Where does your country stand on ICT development?  It is important to first recognize where your country stands in 
regarding to ICT needs.  If your country is very advanced in the field of ICT then what does your country do to help 
support others with ICT?  Where does it stand on an international, regional and local level with respect to ICT 
policies?  What initiatives does your country support?  Does it donate any financial aid to ICT organizations?  If 
your country is still developing its ICT policies then what mechanisms does your country have to monitor and assess 
ICT readiness, usage, and impact?  Is your country establishing an environment for ICT growth?  How does ICT 
link to other development policies in your countries (i.e. education, trade, health, etc…)?  Remember these questions 
are just a starting point for you research. 
 


