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The vulnerability of LDCs facing Covid-19 

  

1. Vulnerability as a key characteristic of LDCs 

Vulnerability is the risk to be affected by exogenous shocks. As applied to countries, it may result from 

structural factors or from policy choices. LDCs are defined as poor countries with high structural 

handicaps that penalise their sustainable development. Thus this category includes countries whose 

specificity is to be structurally more vulnerable than others, for reasons beyond their present control. 

This involuntary position of weakness justifies in terms of equity the assistance that the international 

community can provide. To do this, it is necessary to isolate the structural factors of vulnerability. This 

is why the analysis of the vulnerability of LDCs differs from more general analyses of vulnerability and 

fragility that consider both the factors of vulnerability depending on present policy as well as those not 

depending on iti. With that view it is necessary to take into account the different kinds of structural 

vulnerability faced by LDCs. 

Membership in the category has depended on the levels of economic vulnerability, human capital and 

gross national income per capita.  

The vulnerability indicator considered as a criterion for eligibility for the LDC category is the Economic 

Vulnerability Index (EVI). The structural nature of the index meets the need to consider only exogenous 

and persistent (economic or natural) factors, i.e. factors that are not dependent on a country's policies. 

The EVI, as built in 2005, has been revised in 2020, by separating economic and environmental 

components, so that it can be renamed “Economic and Environmental Vulnerability Index”. However, 

in order to fully capture the structural vulnerability of LDCs, it is necessary to also consider the 

vulnerability to climate change linked to the probability of future shocks, and the vulnerability due to 

the structural factors of socio-political fragility. 

Measuring structural vulnerability to climate change requires isolating factors that are independent of 

country policies and likely to affect countries in the futureii. As for political vulnerability or fragility, its 

structural dimension may also be reflected by appropriate indicatorsiii.  

These three components of structural vulnerability, which can possibly be combined into a synthetic 

indicator, must be taken into account in a fair policy for the allocation of concessional resourcesiv.  

The United Nations General Assembly has already invited development partners to take into account 

the indicators corresponding to the three criteria for identifying LDCs, so including the EVI, in their aid 

allocation. This recommendation should be extended to also take into account other forms of structural 

vulnerability. 

 



 

 

2. Based on existing indicators, the LDCs already appear to be highly vulnerable 

Today LDCs are by definition characterised by a high EVI, a low HAI (Human Asset Index) and a low gross 

national income per capita. Before the Covid-19 crisis, when the LDCs were reviewed in 2018 by the 

Committee of Development Policy (the revision of EVI will only be implemented at the next triennial 

review in 2021): 

- Two-thirds of LDCs (30) had an EVI above the threshold for inclusion in the category (36). These 

30 LDCs represented 53% of the countries with an EVI above the threshold.   

- 70% of the LDCs (33) had a HAI below the threshold for inclusion in the category (60). These 33 

LDCs represented 85% of the countries with an HAI below the threshold. 

- Of the 30 low-income countries (i.e. with GNI/hour below US$1025), 28 were LDCs. 

LDCs also appear on average to be physically more vulnerable to climate change with respect to the 

PVCCI indicator, with their average index being significantly higher than that of other countries. The 15 

African countries with the highest PVCCI are all LDCs. 

Finally, many LDCs are politically fragile and in conflict or post-conflict situations. According to the World 

Bank's latest list of "fragile and conflict situations" v, two-thirds of the 39 countries concerned are LDCs 

(25), while half of the 47 LDCs are in such a situation. This illustrates the political fragility of many LDCs 

but does not isolate the structural part of this fragility. According to the Internal Violence Index (IVI) that 

is “structural”, 11 out of the 15 African countries with the highest IVI are LDCs.  

3. The impact of Covid-19 on LDCs will be  considerable 

Data from the World Health Organization (WHO) seem to show that Covid-19 contaminations and 

deaths are significantly lower in the LDCs (and generally in the poorest countries) than in the rest of the 

world, even if there is debate about the reliability of the data: on 5 October 2020, the LDCs represented 

14% of the world's population but only 2.2% of detected cases and 1.3% of deaths due to Covid-19. 

The concern for the LDCs is mainly about the socio-economic impact of the global economic recession 

caused by the pandemic and necessary containment policies in developed countries. World trade 

collapsed in the second quarter (-14.3%)vi and the direct and indirect consequences seem considerable 

for all countries. The LDCs, although less integrated into the world economy, are all the less immune to 

the economic shock as they are often still very dependent on the price of raw materials, which has fallen 

significantly, on the migrant remittances, which are affected by the decline in activity in richer countries, 

and from the fall in tourism receipts, which are crucial for some of them. An indication of the expected 

fall in income in the LDCs as a result of the pandemic can be seen by comparing the IMF's pre-pandemic 

growth estimates for 2020 with the latest estimates (September 2020). For 45 LDCs, the expected pre-

crisis average of the rate of growth of income per capita was 4.7% and falls to -0.2%, reflecting a loss of 

almost 5 percentage points of growth, which is not likely to reverse quickly beyond 2020. The LDCs that 

seem to be threatened by the biggest drop in their per capita income growth rates are by order Sao 

Tome and Principe, Cambodia, Mauritania, Sierra Leone, Afghanistan, Guinea-Bissau, Vanuatu, Burundi, 

Laos and Sudan (for the Small Island Developing States the average shortfall in the rate of growth could 

be almost by 9 points)vii.   



 

 

While on average the estimated declines in growth in the LDCs are no greater than in other groups of 

developing countries, the social impact is likely to be at least as great. Indeed, the response of health 

and education to falls in income is probably stronger the lower the income.  

Overall, the main health vulnerability of the poorest countries is not only the excess mortality directly 

associated with covid-19, but the risk of excess mortality due to the recession transmitted by the 

developed countriesviii. In the LDCs the progress toward the SDGs will be deeply underminedix. 

By provoking a major and global exogenous shock, Covid-19 has only revealed the vulnerability of LDCs 

and is likely to have a lasting economic, social and political impact on them. It is feared that with Covid-

19, not only per capita income is likely to fall, but also that EVI will increase through the components 

"instability of exports" and "number of displaced people" and especially that HAI declines sharply 

through the 'nutrition' and 'health' indicators. As the situation deteriorates with respect to the three 

identification criteria, several countries that were moving towards graduation risk moving away from it.  

4. Implications for cooperation policies  

Developed countries therefore have a responsibility and an interest to help LDCs recover and embark 

on a stronger and sustainable development path. With a view to addressing the devastating impacts of 

Covid-19, the LDCs Group, on 28 April 2020, issued a joint statement on the Covid-19, entitled 

“burgeoning challenges and a global stimulus package for the least developed countries” x. Among the 

structural responses that international community can provide and promote at the Fifth UN Conference 

on LDCs scheduled for January 2022 in Doha, considering vulnerability more broadly and exhaustively 

as a relevant criterion for the allocation of development aid seems to be a recommendation. Beyond 

the amount of aid, its use to strengthen health and education systems that will have been weakened 

and, in general, to increase the resilience of countries according to the priorities that they themselves 

have chosen, seems to be essential. More generally, greater investment in the economic transformation 

and resilience of the LDCs is necessary. A stronger effort by LDCs governments - and the international 

community - is necessary to implement effective strategies and policies that facilitate the mobilisation 

of investment towards sustainable development objectives. 

The virtual events organised by the OECD, Ferdi and OHRLLS on 21-23 October, in collaboration with 

seven other partners, aim to provide food for thought on how the international community can help 

LDCs overcome the challenges that the Covid-19 crisis has revealed and the handicaps it is likely to 

exacerbate.   

 

Trigger questions for debate: 

- To what extent will the Covid-19 crisis exacerbate the consequences of LDC vulnerabilities? Can 

its indirect effects be measured, particularly in economic and social terms? 

- How will the crisis affect the position of countries in relation to the criteria for identifying LDCs, 

with what consequences on the prospects for graduation? 

- What are the implications for the multilateral system and for development cooperation 

policies?  



 

 

- How can the multiple vulnerabilities to which the LDCs are exposed be better taken into account 

in order to adapt the responses provided by the international community?  

- How policy choices and institutional set up within LDCs can mitigate the exposure to and impact 

of exogenous shocks? 

- What concrete support measures can we expect from the LDC-V Conference to build the 

resilience of LDCs? 

i See in particular OECD (2020), States of Fragility 2020, OECD Publishing, Paris, 
https://doi.org/10.1787/ba7c22e7-en.  

ii This is the purpose of the Physical vulnerability to climate change indicator (PVCCI) that meets the criterion of 
exogeneity of components, does not use socio-economic variables and focuses on the impact of change.  
Cf. Feindouno S., Guillaumont P. Simonet C. (2020,) "The Physical Vulnerability to Climate Change Index: An 
Index to Be Used for International Policy", Ecological Economics, vol. 176, October 

iii Such as the recurrence of conflicts and violent events that society cannot ward off. Indicators of Internal 
Violence Index (IVI) and of risk of violence gives some picture of this “societal vulnerability”. For IVI: cf. 
Feindouno, S., Goujon, M. and Wagner, L. (2016) "Internal Violence Index: a composite and quantitative measure 
of internal violence and crime in developing countries", Ferdi Working Paper P151, April 2016. For risk of 
violence: cf. Feindouno S., Wagner L. (2020). Internal conflicts in the world: Assessing risks to target prevention. 
Ferdi et Fondation Prospective et Innovation (FPI), September, 102 p. 

iv Guillaumont P. Guillaumont Jeanneney S., Wagner L., Measuring vulnérabilities to improve aid allocation, 
especially in Africa, Ferdi, 2020, 155p. 

v https://www.worldbank.org/en/topic/fragilityconflictviolence/brief/harmonized-list-of-fragile-situations 

vi  On 6 October 2020, the WTO forecast predicted a 9.2% decline in the volume of world merchandise trade for 
the year 2020: https://www.wto.org/english/news_e/pres20_e/pr862_e.htm  

vii Two recent OECD studies look at the impact of Covid-19 in SIDS. The first (Mapping the Economic 
Consequences of Covid-19 in Small Island Developing States) shows that, in the face of the current crisis, the 
"richest" SIDS (in terms of their GNI per capita) are not necessarily more resilient than the "poorest" SIDS. The 
study therefore recommends to explore more widely warning mechanisms and multi-dimensional indicators to 
monitor the "quality" of growth. The second study (COVID-19: Understanding Health Risks in Small Island 
Developing States) shows that, all other things being equal (and as an ex-ante and ad hoc exercise), the level of 
health risk of LDC SIDS is not greater than that of non-LDC SIDS, on the contrary. 

viii Guillaumont P. (2020) "How the North has transferred its risk of excess mortality due to coronavirus to the 
South: A draft model of international mortality transfer", Ferdi Policy brief B205, June 2020 

ix Feindouno S. (2020) "Connaît-on l’élasticité de la mortalité par rapport à une forte baisse du revenu dans les 
pays en développement ?", Ferdi Note brève B208. 
x This document was issued as an official UN document A/74/843, see: https://undocs.org/A/74/843  
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