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Management Response to IED’s Thematic Evaluation of ADB Support for the Greater 
Mekong Subregion Program, 2012–2020: Performance and Results 

 
 
 On 1 December 2021, the Director General, Independent Evaluation Department, received 
the following response from the Special Senior Advisor to the President on behalf of Management: 
 
I. General Comments 

 
1. Management welcomes the thematic evaluation of ADB Support for the Greater Mekong 
Subregion (GMS) Program, 2012–2020: Performance and Results conducted by the Independent 
Evaluation Department (IED). Management thanks IED for the significant effort undertaken in 
preparing the thematic evaluation report (the report), involving extensive consultations within ADB, 
with resident mission staff, and relevant government agencies in the GMS countries during difficult 
times.  
 
2. Management notes that the 7th GMS Summit of Leaders, hosted by the Government of 
Cambodia, was held virtually on 9 September 2021, and attended by the Heads of Governments 
of GMS countries and the ADB President. The Summit endorsed and adopted the GMS Economic 
Cooperation Program Strategic Framework 2030 (GMS–2030) and the GMS COVID-19 Response 
and Recovery Plan 2021-2023 (COVID-19 Plan). The Leaders assessed progress made under the 
GMS Program, including joint and collaborative actions taken by the GMS countries in response 
to the COVID-19 pandemic that posed severe challenges to the subregion. The Leaders also 
renewed their commitment to work together and cooperate even more closely and strongly towards 
the realization of a new vision of a more integrated, prosperous, sustainable, and inclusive GMS. 
In this context, Management finds that this thematic evaluation is timely and that it provides a good 
basis for ADB to strengthen its support to the GMS Program. 
 
3. Management would like to offer the following observations on the report: 

 
a. GMS Program remains relevant and responsive to the needs of the GMS 

countries. Management notes the overall positive assessment of ADB support to the 
GMS Program during the evaluation period, with the report finding that 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. Further, the GMS Program has demonstrated that regional 
cooperation and integration (RCI) programs can work effectively, and it has supported 
the regional development goals of the ADB Charter. 
 
 

b. Inherent methodological challenges. Management notes the inherent 
methodological difficulties in undertaking these types of  evaluations which include the 
following: (i) evaluating ADB performance separately from that of the GMS Program, 
which are two distinct, though linked, elements; (ii) evaluating ADB performance without 
establishing a counterfactual or a “scenario without ADB support”—the simple before-
after comparison of the progress of GMS countries during 2012-2020, may not be the 
most suitable method to adequately assess the contribution of ADB; and (iii) evaluating 
ADB support to a large subregional program run by six countries through a consensus-
based mechanism is quite distinct from evaluating ADB country operations, with ADB 
playing different roles and  having significantly reduced leverage in fostering areas and 
interventions to support in the former as compared to the latter. Management considers 
that the evaluation methodology may need to be refined, given that the current 
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evaluation is likely to provide a template for succeeding evaluations of other RCI 
programs in ADB.  
 

c. Global and regional context. The efforts and achievements of the GMS and other 
ADB-supported regional cooperation programs need to be contextualized in the overall 
global and regional environment for economic and trade cooperation.  That GMS 
continued to make steady progress on trade and economic cooperation despite a rise 
in protectionism in recent years, tariff hikes among leading global economies, Brexit, 
and delays in signing of regional trade deals, is a testimony to the resilience and high 
level of country ownership for the program and the continued relevance and utility of its 
informal institutional and decision-making structures. The COVID-19 pandemic created 
further challenges to trade leading to the closure of borders, the restrictions on mobility 
of people and goods, and the disruption of value chains.  In doing so, the pandemic 
highlighted the even greater need for and importance of regional cooperation platforms 
such as the GMS to promote policy dialogue and communication among neighboring 
countries, support trade facilitation and cooperation among border authorities, and 
strengthen health sector collaboration and pandemic control efforts across borders. 

 
II. Management Response to the Recommendations 

 
4. Recommendation 1: Strengthen the development results of ADB support through a 
greater focus on non-infrastructure elements of subregional cooperation.  
 

Management agrees. ADB support to the GMS Program has prioritized infrastructure 
projects in line with preferences of the GMS countries. This said, the softer aspects of the 
Program have not been neglected. Management will increase focus on supporting soft 
elements under the GMS Program under the competitiveness and community agendas. 
Due to the consultative nature of the Program and the significant infrastructure gaps in the 
subregion, Management considers that this may be a gradual transition in value terms, as 
hard infrastructure will remain an important element of the GMS Program. The Program will 
also focus on developing more sustainable and green infrastructure. 

 
5. Recommendation 2: Prepare a new regional investment framework (RIF) based on 
clear and consistent selection criteria.  
 

 Management agrees. The GMS Regional Investment Framework (RIF) provides a list of 
priority projects that is reviewed and updated annually under the GMS Program. The 
investment and technical assistance projects in the RIF are proposed and agreed by the 
GMS countries, with the support of ADB. ADB financing supports roughly about ten percent 
of the projects included in the RIF, while the rest are financed by other development 
partners and the countries themselves. Management agrees to revise the RIF to ensure a 
more realistic and rigorous project selection process. Under GMS-2030, a new RIF will be 
prepared. The RIF will retain its central role in developing a compendium of projects eligible 
for financing from a variety of public and private sources, placing greater emphasis on 
project quality, sustainability, and on advancing gender equality and social inclusion. Its 
project inclusion standards will be revised and strengthened to increase its attractiveness 
to development partners and the private sector with respect to project readiness, economic 
and social returns, and adherence to good environmental and social practices and 
management standards. Each project will be encouraged to maximize the prospects of 
private sector financing through a variety of instruments. The new RIF and the GMS 
projects financed by ADB will employ the RCI scorecard. The revised RIF will be prepared 
in 2022. 
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6. Recommendation 3: Ensure sector strategies are aligned with GMS-2030, and 
strengthen the monitoring and reporting of the development results of the GMS Program. 

 
Management agrees. Management agrees that to ensure effective implementation of GMS-
2030, GMS Program sector strategies will be aligned with GMS-2030, which already 
provides general strategic approaches for each priority sector. The GMS Program will 
prepare a new results framework in 2022 to ensure that implementation of GMS-2030 
remains on track to achieve its vision and mission. It will also track sustainable development 
goal (SDG) alignment. In consultation with the GMS countries, the GMS Secretariat will 
collect the data in the framework and report the results to GMS ministers and leaders. 
 

7. Recommendation 4: Broaden the participation of regional and global organizations 
and the private sector.  
 

Management agrees. Management agrees to broaden participation of regional and global 
organizations and the private sector in the GMS Program. The existing engagement of the 
GMS Program with development partners through the Development Partners Meeting will 
be expanded further under the new GMS-2030. Management notes that in the medium to 
long term, GMS countries will attain ambitious growth and SDG commitments through 
expertise, knowledge, and financing that lie well beyond the capabilities of national 
governments or official development aid. Leveraging the knowledge and technical 
resources of the private sector, as well as its capital, will be critical to success. Apart from 
harnessing domestic or regional private sector talent and resources, foreign direct 
investment will play a much larger role in the GMS. ADB support for the GMS Program will 
aim to effectively coordinate, where required, between sovereign, non-sovereign (private 
sector), and public–private partnership teams that work on GMS projects. The GMS 
Secretariat will expand financial channels for project investments and facilitate private 
sector and development partner financing under the GMS Program.  
 

8. Recommendation 5: Provide programmatic support for knowledge and institutional 
capacity building.  
 

Management agrees. Consistent with GMS-2030, ADB will provide support for knowledge 
and regional institutional capacity. A GMS Knowledge Network led by the GMS Mekong 
Institute and supported by knowledge and research institutions drawn from the GMS 
countries will be established in 2022 with a multi-year GMS Knowledge Plan to provide 
relevant, innovative, timely, and demand-driven knowledge to the GMS countries. ADB 
support will aim to deepen partnerships and coordinate closely with development partners, 
think tanks, and universities in areas where their knowledge and expertise could be useful 
for the success of the GMS Program. The Brunei Darussalam-Indonesia-Malaysia-
Philippines East ASEAN Growth Area (BIMP-EAGA), Indonesia–Malaysia–Thailand Growth 
Triangle (IMT-GT), and GMS (B-I-G) Capacity Building Program will keep expanding to 
enhance capacities of GMS officials on regional matters, as its predecessor (the GMS 
Phnom Penh Plan) did in the last decade.  
 
Management notes that the GMS Program enjoys very strong and robust country ownership 
from all countries in the subregion with the 7th GMS Summit of Leaders attended by Heads 
of Governments from the six GMS countries. Higher level ownership and commitment to 
the GMS Program is also exhibited at the GMS Ministers’ meetings, held annually, to review 
GMS Program progress. Management aims to strengthen these institutions further, 
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including the quarterly GMS Senior Officials’ Meetings, sector working groups, and GMS 
sector and thematic Forums. 
 

9. Recommendation 6: Improve the regional impact of ADB-financed projects.  
 

Management agrees. Management agrees with the need to improve the regional impact of 
ADB-financed projects, and with the need for strengthening project justification with 
increased emphasis on regional benefits with a stronger project RCI classification system 
in line with the RCI Scorecard. GMS Program will also focus on results monitoring and 
evaluation. Management will consider all ADB instruments to support the GMS Program 
with the caveat that the choice of lending instruments should be driven by the country and 
project context. Increasing the use of instruments such as policy-based loans, or Multi-
tranche Finance Facilities may not always be the most suitable way to improve the quality 
of ADB support to the GMS Program. There are 3 reasons for this: first, such instruments 
may not always be a good fit for RCI. Second, these are complex instruments, which may 
test the implementation capacity for RCI projects which are already complex. Third and 
quite importantly, these are not always demanded by the countries. ADB project teams 
always carefully consider and select the most appropriate lending modality on a case-by-
case basis for each proposal that is presented to the Board. One good example is promoting 
investments in regional public goods, through policy-based lending support to foster climate 
change adaptation and mitigation related interventions.  
 

 


