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A regional technical assistance (RETA), covering three countries in the Greater Mekong
Subregion (GMS) was undertaken to deepen the understanding of the links between
growth, poverty reduction and the functioning of markets.

The poor are excluded from the commercial markets for various
reasons: they live in remote rural areas without links to the
outside market; they do not have productive skills and resources
such as capital, land, credit, etc.; and not enough funds to afford
commodities being sold. Market is either absent or too narrow
for them to participate. Improving the operations of the market
to enable the poor to participate will eventually help alleviate
their poverty.

Markets, when they work, can be an efficient mechanism for the
exchange, coordination, and allocation of resources, goods,
and services in an economy. Well-functioning markets that
support competition and lower the costs of doing business
provide incentives for trade and investment, and hence, growth
and poverty reduction. Markets are the main “transmission
mechanisms” between growth in the wider economy and the
lives of the poor.1

For markets to work better for poor people, they need to facilitate
the access of the poor to assets, and enable them to use these
assets to generate livelihoods and to reduce vulnerability. To do
this—i.e., for markets to become pro-poor—markets must
become progressively more developed and accessible to the
poor.2

Cambodia, Lao People’s Democratic Republic (PDR), and Viet
Nam are countries that are shifting from centrally planned
economic systems to a more market-oriented economy. The
effective functioning of markets is critical to achieving growth
and poverty reduction in these countries, which have begun to
make considerable progress in poverty reduction through market
liberalization and opening their economies to external trade
and investment.

Viet Nam achieved remarkable economic and social progress
during the 1990s, essentially halving poverty between 1990
and 2000. Progress was mainly the result of a shift toward

market orientation—particularly in the agriculture—coupled
with a more equitable distribution of assets (land) and
macroeconomic stability. Cambodia and Lao PDR meanwhile
have been making steady progress in their pursuit of market
reforms.3

Making Markets Work Better for the Poor
(M4P) Project

To deepen the understanding of the links between growth,
poverty reduction and the functioning of markets, the Asian
Development Bank (ADB) approved a regional project
(cofinanced by the Government of the United Kingdom and the
Asian Development Bank Institute) covering the transition
economies of Cambodia, Lao PDR, and Viet Nam, entitled
Making Markets Work Better for the Poor4 (M4P).

The project is rooted in the M4P approach, which aims to
accelerate pro-poor growth by improving outcomes that matter
to the poor. It focuses on changing the structure and
characteristics of markets to increase participation by the poor
on terms that are of benefit to them.5

The M4P project has, to date, produced about 60 publications
covering a wide range of pro-poor market-related policy issues
in Cambodia, Lao PDR, and Viet Nam which are downloadable
from the project website, www.market4poor.org.

Enhancing Policy Studies and Advocacy Work
for M4P

While the M4P project developed vital studies in the covered
countries, additional activities were needed to increase the depth
of research studies undertaken and to increase the effectiveness
of information dissemination, policy discussion, and impact of
the project.
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ADB’s Poverty Reduction Cooperation Fund (PRF) provided
additional funding for regional technical assistance (RETA) 6113
(Making Markets Work Better for the Poor) or referred to as the
M4P project. The increased funding through PRF allowed for
increased effectiveness of policy advocacy and targeted
communication at the local level.

The additional funding for the TA was intended to fund follow-
up studies and strengthen existing research work. The studies
that were conducted are summarized in the table.6

The completed studies formed the basis for in-depth policy
discussions and other advocacy activities. Among these were:

i) Participatory Markets and Livelihood Assessment (PMA)
Workshop,

ii)    National Workshop on Collective Action,
iii) Workshop: Public–Private Partnerships to Deliver

Infrastructure Services,
iv)   PMA Writeshop

Collective Action, 
Cooperatives, and 
Poverty Reduction 
Study

A strong corollary to the research on 
contract farming systems, an extremely 
useful addition to the policy debate on 
cooperative development, and would 
be particularly useful to the Ministry of 
Agriculture and Rural Development 
(MARD) as it continues to find effective 
ways to implement the cooperative law 
in the rural settings. 

Market-based 
Approaches to 
Service Delivery

Focuses on developing effective pro-
poor markets for service delivery. This 
initiative was divided into two separate 
sub-activities:  i) Study on Making 
Markets Work at the Base of the 
Pyramid – this study looked at the poor 
as potential suppliers and consumers of 
services for mainstream market players. 
ii) Public–private partnerships for 
service delivery – formed the basis for 
ongoing work and will become one 
pillar of the second phase of M4P.

Case Studies and 
Best Practice 
Handbook for 
Contract Farming

A compilation of the case studies on 
successful pro-poor contract farming in 
Viet Nam and analysis of underlying 
reasons for success and failure of 
various contract-farming activities. It 
also makes recommendations to 
increase the chances of success of 
future activities.

Urban 
Development and 
Vulnerability

Rural Labor 
Markets Study

SME (small and 
medium 
enterprises) 
Clustering and 
Poverty Study

A follow-on from results achieved and 
methodologies developed in the earlier 
phase of M4P. Discusses the impact of 
cluster development of SME on 
poverty.7

Participatory 
Market Assessment 
(PMA) Central 
Region

Investigates the linkages between 
markets and livelihoods. Done with the 
Institute for Labor Science and Social 
Affairs (ILSSA) and the People’s 
Committee of Dak Nong Province.

These two studies were combined in a 
single follow-up study of rural labor 
markets in the context of rapid 
urbanization and industrialization in 
Viet Nam.

v.) Collective Action Final Workshop,
vi.) Base of Pyramid (BOP) Workshops,
vii.) Supermarket Follow-up: Upgrading Street Vending in Hanoi

and Ho Chi Minh City, and
viii.) M4P Week 2006.

The reports for all these workshops are available at
www.markets4poor.org. In addition, two practical handbooks
based on M4P research were prepared and released (Making
Value Chains Work Better for the Poor and Methodology for
Analyzing Interactions between the Poor and Markets). The latter
handbook aims to provide local development practitioners with
an easy-to-follow set of tools for markets and livelihoods analysis
with a focus on poverty reduction.

The RETA contributed to pro-poor market development. The
researches made and the advocacy activities funded by PRF
broadened the scope and deepened the understanding of the
functioning of markets and their link with economic growth
and poverty reduction. It is hoped that with continuous advocacy
for market reforms, the poor will eventually find themselves
substantially participating and benefiting from the markets.
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