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Abstract 
Opposing the economic gap and widened difference between the Less Developed 

Countries (LCDs) and Western Capitalist countries brought by the General 

Agreement on Tariffs and Trade (GATT) regime to the international economic 

relations, necessitated the proposed and subsequent establishment of the United 

Nations Conference on Trade and Development (UNCTAD), a permanent organ 

of the United Nations. This paper offers a descriptive and analytic explanation 

about the subject matter. It adopts the dependency theory in its analysis. The paper 

makes use of secondary sources through library research. The LDCs and the Soviet 

Union sees the GATT regime as imperialist designed to deepen the exploitation of 

the LDCs which further widened and expanded the gap between the global North 

and South. For stability and favorable economic environment, UNCTAD was 

proposed. This paper seeks to find out the role of UNCTAD in the North-South 

divide and areas like the objectives of UNCTAD, the South-South vision, functions 

of UNCTAD, Successes and Failures of UNCTAD were the main concern of this 

paper.  
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Introduction 

The North-South divide constituting a major area of global discourse is a reflection of the 

struggle between the rich countries of the global North (developed) and the poor countries 

of the global South (developing). The gap between the Less Developed Countries (LDCs) 

and the develop Western Countries was further broadened by the regime of the General 
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Agreement on Tariffs and Trade (GATT), initiated by the United States (Akpuru-Aja, 2001). 

As a result of the exclusion of the developing countries from the international trading 

system, the 1960s growing concerns about the place of developing countries in 

international trade according to (Gradfish 2021), led to many LDCs calling for the 

convening of a conference devoted to talking the problems and identifying appropriate 

international actions. The United Nations Conference on Trade and Development 

(UNCTAD) is a permanent intergovernmental body established by the United Nations 

General Assembly in 1964 with its headquarters at Geneva, Switzerland and have offices 

in New York and Addis Ababa. UNCTAD is also part of the United Nations Secretariat. 

UNCTAD was established as an intergovernmental organization tended towards the 

promotion of the interest of the developing states in the world trade. UNCTAD deals with 

trade, investment and development issues with its goals being to maximize trade, 

investment and opportunities that is geared towards the development of the developing 

nations of the global South and assist them in their effort to integrate into the global 

economy o an equitable basis. With one of its principal achievements being to conceive 

and implement the Generalized System of Preferences (GSP). The creation of the UNCTAD 

was based on the concerns of the developing countries over the international market, 

multi-national corporations, and the disparity between the developed and the developing 

countries. Hence, the organization was formed to provide a forum for the developing 

countries to discuss the problems relating to their economic development, (Baran 1958). 

The first ever conference of the UNCTAD, was held in Geneva in 1964, with the second in 

New Delhi, India in 1968, and its third, fourth, fifth and sixth at Santiago, Nairobi, Manila 

and Belgrade respectively. The current number of UNCTAD membership is 195 states with 

400 staff members and a bi-annual regular budget of $138 million in core expenditures and 

$72 million in extra-budgetary technical assistance funds. There are non-governmental 

organizations participating in the activities of UNCTAD, (Edward 1981). 

 

Theoretical Framework 

This paper centers its argument on the dependency theory. The theory argues that the 

underdevelopment of the global South and the growing gap between the global North and 

South in the international economic system is characterized by the constant exploitation of 

the resources of the countries in the South and this, has impeded the progress of 

development of the South and further tightens the mind of the construes in the North, not 

to liberalize the economic global market. This perception, made it possible for the capitalist 

countries of the West to adopt a free trade economic policy which is detrimental to the 

countries in the global South. Dependency theory according to (Roxborough, I.1983), has 

it central contention on the fact that the poor states are impoverished and the rich ones 

enriched by the way the poor states are integrated into the world system. 
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The theory arose around 1950 as a reaction to some earlier theories which held that all 

societies progress through similar stage of development. Dependency theorists argued in 

the opposition to free market economist that underdeveloped countries needed to reduce 

their connectedness with the world market so that they could pursue a part more in 

keeping with their own need, less dictated by external pressure. The dependency theory is 

of the opinion that dependence of less developed countries (LDCs) on developed countries 

(DCs) is the main cause of the underdevelopment of the former. This theory come into 

being from the writings of a few Latin American Economist who translations began to 

appear in English in the mid-1960s and early 1970s. The prominent among them are: 

Sunkel, Frank, Santos and Furtardo (Thomas, 2010). 

 

In line with the theory, the LDCs in agreement with the Soviet Union proposed the 

UNCTAD as against the GATT, as a positive way of bridging the disparity between the 

develop countries of the capitalist West and LDCs in international economic community. 

On this, base the agitation for the New International Economic Order, to bridge the Old 

World Economic System (Afinotan, 2014). This theory is relevant to this paper as it gives 

light suggestion on how the LDCs can improve their place in the Global Economic System. 

 

Conceptual Clarification 

Global North 

The Global North according to (Mimiko 1997:38) is consisted of the industrialized 

countries of North America, Western Europe and Japan. The North in characteristics is 

used to represent the economically strong countries, with strong military capacity, Low 

Birth and Mortality rate, High technological advancement, scientifically outstanding and 

Low rate of unemployment. The North in the global economic situation consist of four-

fifth (4/5) of the world's income, while on the reverse lies the South consisting of Africa, 

Asia and Latin America with the sum up of three quarter (3/4) of the world's population 

yet accesses only 1/5 of the world's income. Life expectancy in the North averages 70years, 

while that of the South is 50years. 

 

The global North are those with Liberal industries and democracies, where private 

enterprises commands order. North is politically stable with well-developed democratic 

institutions (Ajayi, 2004:1999). With 90% of the world's manufacturing industries in the 

South owned and control by the North (Afinotan, 2014:65). 
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The Global South 

On the other side of the divide is the Global South consisting of countries that are less 

developed, characterized by low production capacity, mono cultural economies, high birth 

and mortality rate, political instability, premature democracies, technologically and 

scientifically backward, high population rate and many internally displaced persons. To 

worsen the situation, they are the den of poverty in the world and have a high corruption 

rate with little control over export and also debt ridden and more saddened, the market of 

raw materials and consumers of the finish expensive goods of the North production, 

(Heidensohn, 2004). 

 

According to (Patricia 2003), as far back as some 15years ago, the world development index 

of 2006 reveals that extreme poverty in the South fell from 28 in 1990 to 19% in 2002. Over 

same period, the number of people inhabiting the South grew 20% to more than 5billion, 

leaving more than 1billion in extreme poverty. 

 

Objectives of UNCTAD 

The United Nations Conference on Trade and Development (UNCTAD) since its 

establishment in 1964 after it was proposed by the Soviet Union in 1962, supported by the 

Less Develop Countries (LDCs) has tried through their initiatives to improve the 

conditions of the LDCs in the International Economic Relations as well as improving the 

development status of the LDCs which could have further balance the North-South divide. 

In representing the interest of the LDCs according to (Akpuru-Ana 2001), the UNCTAD 

has demanded among others; 

 

Firstly, the elimination of discriminatory trade policies against primary products. This is 

to help the projection as well as the promotion of participation of the LDCs in International 

Economic Relations to favorably participate with the developed countries (DCs) in the 

light of mitigating the deepen gap between the global North and South. 

 

Secondly, controlling the adverse activities of multinational corporates (MNCs), 

International Monetary Fund (IMF) and Agent of Western Imperialism. 

 

Thirdly, generalized preferences, access to the developed countries for their manufactured 

good and also the ensuring of stable growth of world's trade in an independent world 

system as well as stability of exchange rate system. 
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Fourthly, ensuring stable growth of world trade in an interdependent world system, as 

well as the generalized preferences, access to the developed countries for their 

manufactured exports. 

 

The South-South vision 

The South-South vision has embraced the whole world. It did not isolate itself from the 

rest of the world some of the visions of the south are: 

 

1. The South seeks an undivided world in which there would be no "South" and no "North", 

in which there would be no one part developed, rich, and dominating, and the other 

underdeveloped, poor, and dominated. The goal of the South is a world of equal 

opportunities in which criss-crossing lines of interactions, political, economic, social, 

cultural and scientific may sustain global interdependence; in which nations in their 

variety would work together in pursuit of jointly agreed goals; in which peace, security, 

and dignity would be the birthright of all persons and all peoples; in which all can take 

advantage of the advances of science; and in which the world's resources may be prudently 

used to satisfy the needs of all and not merely the narrow self-interest of a few. 

 

2. The South also seek for a development which will enable human beings to realize their 

potentials, build self-confidence, and lead lives of dignity and fulfilment, where people 

will be free from the fear of want and exploitation, where all countries will move away 

from political, economic, or social oppression. 

 

Functions of UNCTAD 

According to (Gradfish 2021), the functions of UNCTAD includes but are not limited to 

the following; 

1.  To promote international trade between developed and developing countries with view 

to accelerate economic development. 

2. To formulate principles and policies on international trade and related problems of 

economic development 

3. To make proposals for putting its principles and policies into effect 

4. To negotiate trade agreements and to review and formulate the coordination of activities 

of the other UN institutions in the field of international trade. 
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Successes of UNCTAD 

(Rishu, 2014), opined that in a world where the developed capitalist countries dominated 

the international economic relations driven by the free trade philosophy, the success of 

UNCTAD in the North-South Divide is not far reaching but succeeded in: 

 

(1) Promoting the socio-economic consciousness of the Less Developed Countries (LDCs) 

on how to use economic nationalism to resist adverse foreign domination and exploitation, 

which has implication for their aim in the world trade and development (Huskey, 2003). 

(2) Promotion of the call for a new international economic order, which resulted in the 

North- South Dialogue in 1974. 

(3) Protesting against the ideological hegemony of international capitalism against the rest 

of the world economies. 

(4) Effecting no less than eight (8) rounds of trade negotiation in search of a stable world 

trade and exchange relation system. 

(5) Insisting that on the International Monetary Fund (IMF) conditions of debt 

management, an independent body should be selected or review the debt sustainability of 

the highly indebted low income countries. 

 

Problems of UNCTAD 

According to (Mayrzedt 1981) as much as the UNCTAD has tried through its 

implementation of initiatives to effect the situation of the LDCs and the North-South 

divide, there are problems it faced, these problems are: 

Firstly, the collapse of the Soviet Union and its economic empire in the 20th century made 

the driving force of the UNCTAD to dwindle. 

Economic and political crisis across the countries in the global South (LDCs) weakened the 

resolution to press further the demands of the UNCTAD. 

The increase domination of the western capitalist countries and their quest for multi-lateral 

trade system. 

Beyond the promotion of social consciousness among the South (LDCs), the UNCTAD has 

not succeed in determining the nature of the international division of labor, trade and 

exchange relations. 

 

Conclusion 

The North-South Divide refers to the economic and political disparity between the rich 

countries of the Global North (developed) and the poor countries of the Global South 

(developing). The unequal relation has led to the exploitation of the poor countries of 

Africa, Asia and Latin America even after their independence. The sudden influx of the 

countries of the global South in the United Nations General Assembly and their support 
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of the Soviet Union proposal, lead to the establishment of the United Nations Conference 

on Trade and Development (UNCTAD) in 1964. The UNCTAD in the North- South Divide 

created a forum through which the countries in the global South could propose economic 

policies engaging industrialized democracies of the global North in the change of the 

international economic system. UNCTAD in facilitating the reorganization of the 

international economic system, could not stand much because of the economic and 

political crisis across the countries in the global South (LDCs) which has weakened the 

resolution to press further the demands of the UNCTAD and the increase domination of 

the western capitalist countries and their quest for multi-lateral trade system. However, 

the best achievement of the UNCTAD so far in the North- South Divide could be providing 

the room for the countries in the global South to agitate for the New International 

Economic Order (NIEO). 
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