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UNCTAD contribution to the implementation of trade-related SDGs and building of capacities 
 

The United Nations Conference on Trade and Development (UNCTAD), has developed a specific 
programme on Oceans Economy and Fisheries, specifically designed to enable and accelerate the 
implementation of sustainable development goal 14. UNCTAD contributions directly respond to 
paragraphs 11, 47 and 156 of the General Assembly resolution 74/19.  
 
In September 2019, UNCTAD organised the Third Oceans Forum on Trade related aspects of SDG 14 with 
a focus on the oceans economy, climate change and harmful fish subsidies as part of the first ever United 
Nations Trade Forum. The Chair of the Forum specifically issued a series of Conclusions in his personal 
capacity to serve as a inputs form the trade community to the 2020 Oceans Conference. Under this 
context, UNCTAD has produced jointly with FAO and UNEP a state of the art report on report on 
“Advancing Sustainable Development Goal 14 - Sustainable fish, seafood value chains, trade and climate 
(UNCTAD/DITC/TED/2019/3)” with an emphasis on challenges and opportunities faced by developing 
countries, in particular the least developed countries and small island developing States.  
 
In 2019, UNCTAD, UNEP and FAO proposed a draft Inter Agency Plan of Action on Trade-Relates Aspects 
of Sustainable Development Goal 14 (IAPOA) to help save our oceans and seas. With the IAPOA, the three 
agencies are seeking to help countries achieve the trade-related targets of SDG 14, building on the 
UNCTAD/FAO/UNEP roadmap presented at the United Nations Oceans Conference in June 2017 and in 
support of UN Member States’ commitment to deliver on key trade-related targets of SDG14, including 
SDG 14.4, 14.6, 14.7, and 14.b.1 The 3rd Oceans Forum invited donors to support the IAPOA. 
 
UNCTAD and DOALOS has a project supporting the implementation of the resolution through the 
development and implementation of Oceans Economy and Trade Strategies (OETS) with the support of 
the UN Development Account.  More precisely, the OETS project seeks to supporting coastal developing 
countries, and particularly SIDS such as Barbados and Belize, in realizing economic benefits from the 
sustainable use of marine resources and understanding the legal and institutional frameworks 
underpinning such potential. The OETS project has already produced draft Oceans Economy and Trade 

 
1 The IAPOA also seeks to fast-track progress through improved trade and trade-related policies that safeguard food security and 
contribute to the conservation and sustainable use of oceans, living marine resources and livelihoods Planned activities include 
targeted technical assistance, capacity-





a. Capacity building  
 

UNCTAD has been working on the implications of climate change for maritime transport for over a decade, 
with increasing focus on climate change adaptation and resilience-building for seaports and other key 
coastal transport infrastructure, in particular in SIDS. With an estimated 80 per cent of the volume of 
world trade carried by sea, international shipping and ports provide crucial linkages in closely 
interconnected global supply-chains and are essential for the ability of all countries to access global 
markets. Ports are likely to be affected directly and indirectly by climatic changes, such as rising sea levels, 
extreme weather events and rising temperatures, with broader implications for international trade and 
development. Associated risks, vulnerabilities and costs may be considerable, in particular for ports and 
other key coastal transport infrastructure in developing regions, with low adaptive capacity, such as in 
SIDS. Critical coastal transport infrastructure in these countries, notably ports and airports, are lifelines 
for external trade, food and energy security, as well as tourism, and in the context of DRR. However, these 
assets are projected to be at high and increasing risk of coastal flooding, from as early as in the 2030s, 
unless effective adaptation action is taken4 In the absence of timely planning and implementation of 
requisite adaptation measures, the projected impacts on critical transport infrastructure may have broad 
economic and trade-related repercussions, and may severely compromise the sustainable development 
prospects of these vulnerable nations.  

Recent UNCTAD work in this field has included technical assistance and capacity-building with a focus on 
Climate Change Impacts and Adaptation for Coastal Transport Infrastructure in Caribbean SIDS5 which, inter 
alia, has resulted in the development of a methodological framework, tools and guidance, as well as peer-
reviewed original research, which has informed the IPCC 2018 and IPCC 2019 Reports, highlighting 
substantial increases in risk to SIDS’s critical coastal transportation infrastructure from climate changed-
induced marine inundation as early as in the 2030s, unless further climate change adaptation is undertaken6. 
Relevant substantive findings are also reflected as part of the UN report World Economic Situation and 
Prospects 2019



continue and strengthen related support to SIDS, and to harness synergies in the context of a number of 
intergovernmental processes and meetings.   



b. Strengthening international cooperation 
		

UNCTAD work benefits from close cooperation with a wide range of partners and with a multidisciplinary 
network of collaborators who work in synergy (see e.g. https://SIDSport-ClimateAdapt.unctad.org) In 
addition to specific collaborative activities mentioned above, UNCTAD also cooperates extensively with 
related industry and UN initiatives, including through UN-Oceans. This includes e.g. collaboration as part 
of a UN-Oceans side event and exhibit at the UNFCCC COP 25; contribution to the development of the 
GCA Transport and Resilience Pathways documents (Resilience pathway action table; Transport pathway 
action table), prepared  by the Marrakech Partnership for Global Climate Action, and to a UNFCCC WIM 
Excom-TEC policy brief on technologies for averting, minimizing and addressing loss and damage in coastal 
zones (forthcoming); as well as collaboration with PIANC, The World Association for Waterborne 
Transport Infrastructure, in the development of port industry guidance; and extensive collaboration with 
the UNECE Group of Experts on Climate Change Adaptation for International Transport Network and 
Nodes), which had been established following a joint UNCTAD-UNECE workshop on the issue. Also worth 
noting is ongoing collaboration with IMO, including on legal and environmental issues; a Memorandum of 
Understanding between UNCTAD and IMO highlighting areas of further enhanced cooperation, is in 
preparation. 
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Relevant developments in maritime transport7 
 
International maritime trade lost momentum in 2018. Volumes expanded at 2.7 per cent in 2018, down 
from 4.1 per cent in 2017. The slowdown was broad-based and affected nearly all maritime cargo 
segments. It undermined global port cargo-handling activities, with growth in containerized global port 
throughput decelerating to 4.7 per cent, down from 6.7 per cent in 2017. Despite the setbacks, a 
milestone was reached in 2018, with total volumes amounting to 11 billion tons. Meanwhile, preliminary 
UNCTAD estimates for 2019 indicate a continued slow-down in global maritime trade. 
 
Tariff escalation between China and the United States dominated the headlines in 2018 and early 2019. 
Nearly 2 per cent of world maritime trade volume is estimated to be affected by tariff hikes applied in 
September 2018 and May and June 2019. Exposure varies by cargo type and market segment. Grain, 
containerized trade and steel products stand to be affected the most, reflecting the structure of trade 
between China and the United States. In addition to reducing trade flows, tariffs are generating winners 
and losers, given product and supplier substitution and trade diversion effects. Supply chain disruptions 
have also been observed and could deepen if trade tensions and tariffs are prolonged. Some China-based 
manufacturing activity is reported to have already moved to new locations in East Asia. As the world’s 
factory, China is a key player in dry bulk and containerized trade, accounting for nearly half of global 



On the supply side, oversupply remained a prominent characteristic of most shipping segments. In early 
2019, total world fleet capacity stood at 1.97 billion dead-weight tons (dwt), equivalent to 2.61 per cent 
growth – the slowest growth of the decade. Meanwhile, consolidation in the container shipping segment 
continued with the combined market share of the top 10 container shipping lines increased from 68 per 
cent in 2014 to 90 per cent in 2019. In addition, deployed capacity rose during the same period from about 
55 million to 96 million 20-



Capacity building and consensus building activities  
 
As part of its technical assistance programme on “Building Capacities of Developing Countries to Shift 



its three pillar of work, including research and analysis, technical assistance and capacity building activities, 
UNCTAD has been collaborating with various organizations and institutions, including the International 
Maritime Organization (IMO), UN regional commissions, UNEP, UNDP, International Transport Forum, 
Development Banks (Islamic Development Bank, African Development Bank, Asia Development Bank, and 
Caribbean Development Bank), as well as the World Bank, including through the SuM4All Initiative and 
project on decarbonizing maritime transport, the Global Maritime Forum, SLOCAT, the International 
Association of Maritime Economists (IAME), the International Association of Ports and Harbors (IAPH, 
University of Antwerp, and World Maritime University.  
 
At the regional level, in collaboration with Micronesian Center for Sustainable Transport/University of the 
South Pacific, UNCTAD has been supporting Pacific SIDS in their effort to promote suitable shipping 
including through regional initiatives such as the Pacific Blue Shipping Partnership. 
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While climate change adaptation and resilience building for seaports and related coastal transport 
infrastructure, services, and operations is a matter of strategic economic importance and increasing 
urgency, much more needs to be done. In addition to some recent developments already highlighted 
above, there have been a number of developments in 2019, which are of relevance to adaptation and 
resilience building for seaports and related coastal transport infra



shipping value chain, ‘Getting to Zero Coalition’18, launched an initiative to decarbonize the shipping 
sector, committing to commercially viable zero emission vessels operating along deep-sea trade routes 
by 2030.  
 
Building on the outcomes of the Climate Action Summit, thematic and cross-sectoral ‘Climate Action 



on the evolution cycle of the disease (arrival, spread and control) and on the type of prevention and 



activities may easily fall by one third in SIDS and LDCs in 2020. Most of the planet’s population lives by the 
coast and most of the activities sustaining their livelihoods are heavily and unevenly affected by the 
pandemic and specially tourism, fisheries and maritime transport. Recent bankruptcy declarations by 
some national and regional airlines, car rental, hotel chains and thousands of small businesses by the coast 
of all countries regardless of their level of development are a clear evidence of this.  

A blue recovery should be guided by SDG 14 implementation and more particularly target 7: “By 2030, 
increase the economic benefits to Small Island developing States and least developed countries from the 
sustainable use of marine resources, including through sustainable management of fisheries, aquaculture 
and tourism”. In this regard, UNCTAD is shifting its attention in assessing the impact of the pandemic on 
key blue economic sectors and in identifying potential for recovery and resilience within them in social, 
economic and environmental terms. The blue economy will certainly play a crucial role in global recovery 
once demand raises again, hopefully within the next months.  

Recently UNCTAD, FAO, UNITAR and IOI organised an



supporting infrastructure need to be protected as a matter of priority. This includes ensuring that 
transport services, ports and border agencies not only remain operational, but are effectively 
strengthened to cope with the exceptional challenges they face. Governments need to adopt common 
approaches to addressing these issues across the global network of supply chains to avoid widespread 
e



COVID-19 conditions by tapping into UN expertise, standards, tools and guidance, while considering their 
specific and local conditions. 

Coastal transport infrastructure adaptation and resilience building in SIDS 

In the context of the COVID-19 pandemic, SIDS have been identified as one of the groups that are being 
and will continue to be disproportionately affected by the evolving economic crisis.  This has been 
attributed to these countries’ high vulnerability to economic and environmental, remoteness, 
dependence on a few advanced markets for imports and exports, high dependence on trade, narrow 
production base and high levels of indebtedness.  SIDS continue to merit special consideration owing to 
the unique circumstances confronting them not least of which is the impact of external shocks on their 
economies.  The evolving global economic crisis caused by the COVID-19 pandemic is but one example of 
such shocks.   

While the extensive socio-economic impacts of the COVID-


