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RECOMMENDATIONS 

1. Strengthen the development results of 
ADB support through a greater focus 
on non-infrastructure elements of 
subregional cooperation. ADB will need 
to be more selective among the cooperation 
areas called for in the GMS-2030. ADB could 
focus on GMS programs and projects in 
geographical locations of significant impact 
such as border economic zones along the 
GMS economic corridors. 
 

2. Prepare a new regional investment 

framework (RIF) based on clear and 
consistent selection criteria. The new 
RIF should include only projects with a 
strong regional character and with clear 
government commitment to finance and 
implement. It should also take a 
differentiated approach to support member 
countries.   
 

3. Ensure sector strategies are aligned 
with GMS-2030, and strengthen the 
monitoring and reporting of the 

development results of the GMS 
Program. These include (i) the synergy 
between GMS-2030 and GMS sector 
strategies; (ii) the results monitoring based 
on a subregional results framework; and (iii) 
results discussed in GMS meetings and 
publicly accessible online. 

 
4. Broaden the participation of regional 

and global organizations and the 
private sector. The role of development 
partners should include not only cofinancing 

but also regional and global knowledge. The 
private sector should be given opportunities 
to participate throughout the project cycle.  
 

5. Provide programmatic support for 
knowledge and institutional capacity 
building. Knowledge products should be 
less project-related but programmatic in 
support of GMS-2030. ADB should help 
strengthen the effectiveness of GMS 
institutions and country ownership of the 
GMS Program. 

 
6. Improve the regional impact of ADB-

financed projects. This can be achieved by 
increasing the regional focus in project design 
and implementation, results monitoring, and 
use more diversified financing instruments.  

EVALUATION SCOPE 

The GMS Program was established in 1992 to promote regional economic 
cooperation. GMS countries adopted an overarching strategy to: (i) increase 
cross-border connectivity; (ii) improve the competitiveness of the subregion; and 

(iii) build a greater sense of community so countries could jointly address common 
regional social and environmental concerns.  
 
The evaluation assessed the performance and results of ADB institutional and 
operational support for the GMS Program during 2012–2020. Specifically, it 
assessed the extent to which ADB support has enhanced the development of the 
subregion during the evaluation period. 
 

ADB-FINANCED GMS OPERATIONS PORTFOLIO 
 

• During 2012–2020, ADB financed 58 loans and grants, and 57 TA projects 
with a total value of about $8 billion, including about $2.7 billion of 
cofinancing, to support the GMS Program. In addition, ADB provided $2 
billion to support Cambodia ($250 million), Myanmar ($250 million), and 
Thailand ($1.5 billion) counter the impacts of the coronavirus disease 
(COVID-19) pandemic in 2020. This support is not included in the analysis 
that follows. 
 

• ADB financing accounted for about 10% of the total planned financing and 
15% of actual financing provided under the GMS Program during the period.  

 

• Excluding the People’s Republic of China (PRC), ADB support for the GMS 
Program accounted for 26% of projects and 31% of ADB programs in five 
GMS countries, ranging from 5% in Thailand to 39% in the Lao People’s 
Democratic Republic. 

 

• ADB financing focused heavily on infrastructure, which accounted for 66% of 
projects and 85% of financing and was provided mainly as project financing (48 
out of 58 loans and grants). There was only one nonsovereign operation 
(NSO).  

 

• The connectivity portfolio dominated, accounting for 37% of the number of 
projects and 64% of financing, followed by competitiveness (34% of projects, 
24% of financing), and community (29% of projects, 12% of financing).   

 

• Approvals for GMS projects dropped significantly in 2019–2020 as Viet 
Nam—the largest GMS borrower—reduced borrowings to contain its public 
debt. 

 

OVERALL ASSESSMENT         
 
ADB provided critical and effective institutional support for the GMS 
Program and its operations performed well at country level. At the 
subregional level, ADB contributions to achieving the GMS overarching 
development objectives varied significantly across the sectors supported. ADB-
financed operations have significantly enhanced regional connectivity 

infrastructure, particularly the roads network, and made some contributions to 
improving regional competitiveness and community. After 30 years, the GMS 
Program has established itself as the longest standing subregional program 
supported by ADB and remains relevant and responsive to the development needs 
of the member countries.  

    THE EVALUATION IN BRIEF 



 

 

KEY FINDINGS 

ADB support for connectivity significantly enhanced road 
transport infrastructure. It made less contribution to achieving 
the GMS objectives of increased use of energy by all sectors and 

communities in the region, and increased cross-border movement 
of investment and labor. ADB supported the construction and/or 
rehabilitation of about 3,300 km of roads, helping to double the 
number of cross-border road passengers and the freight volume 
on roads during 2010–2018. ADB helped start a dialogue on 
developing a GMS railway network, but no investment was made 
in railways. ADB’s contribution to resolving the policy and 
institutional constraints on transport and trade was limited; 
implementation of the Cross-Border Transport Agreement and 
trade facilitation measures was a long process. In energy, ADB 
helped lay the groundwork for interconnecting the GMS power 
systems and developing a GMS power market, increasing the 

number of member countries participating in cross-border power 
trade, and made one investment in a hydropower project. During 
2010–2018, while road passengers and freight volumes doubled, 
investment and labor migration marginally improved or did not 
change.   
 
ADB support for competitiveness made some 
contributions to achieving the GMS objective of a more 
competitive subregion with more integrated markets, 
production processes, and value chains. ADB support for 
competitiveness was centered on developing environmentally 
friendly agriculture value chains, improving urban infrastructure 

and urban management in key urban centers along the GMS 
economic corridors, and developing secondary tourism 
destinations. It made limited contributions to making the GMS a 
global provider of safe and environmentally friendly agricultural 
products, although it did better in achieving sustainable urban 
development, and in developing secondary tourist destinations in 
the GMS.  
 
ADB support for GMS community efforts made 
significant contributions in public health and some 
contributions to addressing environmental issues. ADB 
support for the health sector helped improve GMS health 

systems’ performance and capacity in communicable disease 
control and in responding to acute public health threats, 
contributing to a significant decline in malaria and tuberculosis 
cases, and a reduction in the incidence of HIV/AIDS in the region 
between 2012 and 2020. The existing networks from the ongoing 
GMS health projects enabled ADB to respond rapidly to the 
COVID-19 pandemic. ADB operations made some contributions 
toward increased nature conservation through its support to the 
GMS Biodiversity Conservation Corridors in Cambodia, the Lao 
PDR, and Viet Nam.  
   
ADB institutional support has helped sustain the GMS 
Program and to make it an effective and stable 
cooperation platform. ADB has fulfilled its role as the GMS 
secretariat and has maintained its position as the lead financier 
and principal supporter of the GMS Program. Its role was 
recognized and highly commended by stakeholders. Of its six key 
functions, ADB performed best in providing secretariat services 
and mobilizing financing, followed by convening and coordinating 
across member countries, brokering between governments and  

 
 
 

development partners, and providing technical advice. Less 
progress was made in engaging the private sector and local 
stakeholders, including local governments, communities, and 
businesses.  

 

ISSUES 

• GMS investment projects are labeled regional 
interventions but are designed and implemented as 
single-country operations. As a result, although completed 
projects had a high success rate and generated benefits for 
individual countries, transboundary benefits were less visible 
constraining their contributions to advancing GMS-wide 
objectives.  
 

• ADB operational support focused predominantly on 
improving cross-border physical infrastructure. The 
connectivity portfolio focused primarily on roads, with 
support for transport and trade facilitation accounting for only 
1% of financing. The competitiveness operations lacked a clear 
unified objective and systematic approach. The community 
operations portfolio was too small to make a significant impact 
overall, given the magnitude and long-term character of the 
regional public goods issues being addressed. 
 

• ADB operational support has relied overwhelmingly 
on the standard project financing modality. Of the 58 
lending operations, 48 were provided as project financing 
(83%). There was no policy-based lending to support reform 
and a near absence of other instruments. 
 

• Inadequate results frameworks and results monitoring 

efforts at both GMS overall and sector levels continue 
to be a major weakness of the GMS Program, at both 
the overall and sector levels. Government and ADB 
monitoring efforts focused primarily on financing targets and 
project performance, not on sector outcomes and regional 
development results.  

 

• While GMS institutions, cross-country cooperation, 
ADB’s role, and the GMS Program’s ownership were 

generally appropriate, there is room for 
improvement. Particularly in terms of the need to 
strengthen the balance between national and regional needs, 
coordination across working groups, cross-thematic links, and 
engagement of stakeholders in forums and councils.  

 

LESSONS 
 

• The GMS Program has confirmed that subregional economic 
cooperation can work and can generate benefits that would 
otherwise not be achievable if left to individual countries. 
 

• The selection of pipeline projects without a genuine 
adherence to regional needs can result in projects that focus 
on national interests with inadequate consideration of 
transboundary benefits. 

 

• A more focused operational approach that selects fewer more 
integrated projects can help improve development results of 
ADB operational support.




