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Chair’s Summary for the 8 December 2021 Meeting 
 

 
1. The Development Effectiveness Committee of the Board of Directors (DEC) 
met on 8 December 2021 to discuss the Independent Evaluation Department’s (IED’s) 
thematic evaluation of ADB Support for the Greater Mekong Subregion Program, 
2012-2020: Performance and Results, and the Management Response (MR) thereto 
(both documents attached). The meeting was held virtually. 
 
2. Chair welcomed new Director General, IED, Emmanuel Jimenez and 
introduced efficiency measures going forward for DEC meetings and summaries.  
 
3. DEC welcomed the overall conclusion of the report which acknowledged the 
success of the program and the critical role of ADB’s support. Continuous support was 
encouraged. 
 
4. Recommendations: There was full consensus on IED’s recommendations and 
Management agreed to take them forward.  
 
5. Role of ADB: DEC recognized ADB’s important role as secretariat and its 
continued support for regional cooperation and integration (RCI), not only in the 
Greater Mekong Subregion (GMS), but also in other subregions. How this role can be 
improved going forward was raised by DEC members. 
 
6. Regional public goods: Aside from RCI being in line with ADB’s charter, DEC 
noted that the COVID-19 pandemic has underscored the significance of cross border 
cooperation in addressing regional health concerns and the importance of regional 
public goods. 
 
7. Knowledge creation and sharing: DEC emphasized the importance of 
knowledge that ADB can leverage to assist greater cooperation and capacity building 
across GMS member countries. DEC encouraged sharing of lessons with other RCI 
secretariat work at the Bank.  
 
8. Results framework: There is a need to improve the regional results framework 
of ADB interventions. Results need to be monitored and broadly communicated so 
that the business community and other stakeholders can see the benefits of RCI. 
 
9. Infrastructure and non-infrastructure: DEC noted that ADB support needs 
to expand beyond physical connectivity to non-infrastructure activities e.g., green 
development, climate change, trade facilitation, and natural or environmental 
conservation, among others. The role of technical assistance (TA) in regional project 
design was considered essential.  
 
10. Methodological constraints: DEC acknowledged the inherent methodological 
constraints in conducting RCI evaluations, due to the lack of an operational results 
framework for the GMS Program and to the inherent difficulty in separating ADB 
interventions from the overall GMS Program (in financing, ADB was about 10% of the 
GMS Program during the evaluation period). 

Development Effectiveness Committee 
Board of Directors 
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Foreword 
 
The Greater Mekong Subregion (GMS) consists of Cambodia, People’s Republic of China (Yunnan Province and 
Guangxi Zhuang Autonomous Region), Lao People’s Democratic Republic, Myanmar, Thailand, and Viet Nam. 
With the assistance of the Asian Development Bank (ADB), the six GMS countries launched the GMS Program 
in 1992 to promote regional economic cooperation, with overarching objectives of improved regional 
connectivity, more competitiveness, and a greater sense of community. Established at a time when member 
countries were emerging from a period of prolonged conflict, today the GMS Program is a well-recognized 
partnership that covers a subregion with a population of about 350 million and a total gross domestic product 
more than ten times larger than when it was established. 
 
This evaluation assesses the performance and results of ADB support for the GMS Program during 2012–2020, 
looking particularly at the extent to which it has contributed to the subregion’s progress toward achieving its 
overarching objectives. It is the first of three evaluations the Independent Evaluation Department plans to 
complete during 2021–2024 to assess ADB’s support for regional cooperation and integration (RCI).  
 
The evaluation finds that ADB has provided critical institutional support for the GMS Program to remain as an 
effective and stable platform for the member countries to work together with joint development objectives. 
During the evaluation period, GMS countries as a group were able to mobilize about $56 billion to finance 
more than 130 investment and technical assistance projects and achieved significant tangible results in 
improving infrastructure in the GMS economic corridors. The ADB-financed operations portfolio made 
significant contributions to improving the road network, tourism, and community health. It made less 
contribution to achieving the GMS’s objective of a subregion with more integrated markets, production 
processes and value chains, and to improving environmental conditions overall, including effectively 
tackling climate change.  
 
The experience of the GMS Program has confirmed that subregional economic cooperation can work and 
generate benefits that would not have been achievable if left to individual countries. This reaffirms ADB’s 
continued support for RCI as an operational priority mandated in its charter, and RCI’s potential to bring about 
economic benefits and to enhance the peace and stability needed for the growth and development of 
participating countries.   
 
The next stage of GMS development is likely to be more complex. Major challenges include persistent pockets 
of poverty and in-country inequality, environment and climate change risks, and adjustments to technological 
change. In addition, GMS countries face the more immediate challenges of combating the coronavirus disease 
(COVID-19) pandemic and achieving green and resilient recovery in the post pandemic phase.  
 
This evaluation is timely as the GMS countries have recently adopted a new strategic framework up to 2030. I 
hope that the findings, lessons, and recommendations offered in this evaluation will help ADB to contribute 
more significantly to the achievement of the GMS Program’s objectives for the benefit of all GMS countries.   
   
 
   
 
 

 
Sona Shrestha 
Deputy Director General 
Independent Evaluation 
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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.





 

 

   

 

 

Executive Summary  

 
This evaluation assessed the performance and 

development results of Asian Development 

Bank (ADB) support for the Greater Mekong 

Subregion (GMS) economic cooperation 

program (GMS Program) during 2012–2020. It 
is the first of three evaluations the Independent 
Evaluation Department (IED) plans to complete 
during 2021–2024 to assess ADB support for 
regional cooperation and integration (RCI). The 
evaluation was in line with the guiding framework 
for ADB support for RCI which focuses on three 
priorities: (i) infrastructure connectivity between 
countries, (ii) business competitiveness, and (iii) 
regional public goods (RPGs), as contained in the 
RCI Operational Plan 2016–2020 and RCI 
Operational Plan 7 for 2019–2024. 
 

GMS Program 

 

The GMS Program was established in 1992 by 

six countries along the Mekong River: 

Cambodia, People's Republic of China (PRC, 

Yunnan Province), Lao People’s Democratic 

Republic (Lao PDR), Myanmar, Thailand, and 

Viet Nam. The Guangxi Zhuang Autonomous 
Region, PRC joined in 2004. ADB supported the 
inception of the GMS Program through a regional 
technical assistance (RETA) project that sought to 
promote peace, stability, and economic 
cooperation for the subregion following a period 
of prolonged regional conflict. When the GMS 
Program was established, the subregion had a 
population of about 250 million and a gross 
domestic product (GDP) of nearly $140 billion. By 
the end of 2020, it had a population of around 
350 million and a GDP of over $1,600 billion, more 
than 10 times larger than in 1992. 
 
The GMS Program was established to promote 

regional economic cooperation among the 

member countries. Initially, the GMS Program 
operated without a strategic framework, but a 
series of investment projects to improve 
infrastructure links across GMS member 
countries. The first strategic framework was 
adopted in 2001 for the period 2002–2012. 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, collectively known as the 
3-C strategy. 
 
The second Strategic Framework (2012–2022) 

was approved in 2011. It continued to support 
the 3-C overarching objectives of the GMS 
Program, with six expected outcomes: (i) cross-
border flows of investment, traffic, and labor; (ii) 
energy use by all sectors and communities, 
particularly the poor; (iii) access to information 
and communications; (iv) tourism with reduced 
negative impacts; (v) sustainable agricultural 
production; and (vi) nature conservation. 

 

ADB Support for the GMS 

Program 

 

ADB provided institutional support for the 

functioning of the GMS Program bodies and 

operational support through loans, grants, and 

technical assistance (TA). The institutional 
support included: (i) designing and coordinating 
the preparation of GMS strategies, plans, and 
operation pipelines, and organizing conferences 
and meetings in ADB’s role as the GMS secretariat;  
(ii) convening and coordinating joint actions 
across member countries; (iii) mobilizing financing 
from ADB and other sources; (iv) acting as an 
honest broker between governments and other 
development partners; (v) engaging the private 
sector; and (vi) providing policy and technical 
advice. 
 
ADB operational support was provided in 

accordance with the GMS objectives. For 
connectivity, ADB focused on transport, transport 
and trade facilitation (TTF), and energy. For 
competitiveness, ADB provided support for 
agriculture, tourism, urban development, and 
trade and industry. For community, ADB 
supported human resource development (HRD), 
public health, and environment. 
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ADB was the single largest financier of the GMS 

program over the evaluation period. During 
2012–2020, ADB provided about $5.3 billion and 
mobilized about $2.7 billion as cofinancing from 
33 other development partners to support the 
GMS Program. Total ADB financing ($8 billion, 
including cofinancing) constituted about 10% of 
the total Regional Investment Framework (RIF) 
planned financing during 2012–2020 and 15% of 
actual financing provided.  
 
In 2020, ADB provided $2 billion to support 

GMS countries counter the impacts of the 

coronavirus disease (COVID-19) pandemic. This 
included a support for Cambodia ($250 million), 
Myanmar ($250 million), and Thailand ($1.5 
billion). This support is not included in the analysis 
that follows.   
 

GMS support was a significant share of ADB 

investment in the GMS member countries 

(excluding PRC). During the evaluation period, 
ADB support for the GMS Program accounted for 
26% of all ADB projects and 31% of its total 
sovereign lending in five of the GMS countries (5% 
in Thailand, 26% in Cambodia, 32% in Myanmar, 
38% in Viet Nam, and 39% in Lao PDR).  
 

Support for connectivity dominated the ADB-

financed portfolio. Connectivity accounted 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, strove to 
contain its public debt.  
 

ADB support covered nine sectors, with 

transport having the largest share, with about 

23% of projects and 51% of financing. Overall, 
ADB financing focused heavily on infrastructure, 
which accounted for 66% of projects and 85% of 
financing. Operations were financed mainly as 
project financing (48 out of 58 loans and grants). 
There was only one nonsovereign operation (NSO) 
in the period.   
 

Evaluation Questions  

 

The evaluation’s overarching question was: to 

what extent has ADB support for the GMS 

Program enhanced the development of the 

subregion? In line with the stated objectives of 
the program, three subsidiary questions focused 
on the extent to which ADB operational support 
had: (i) improved connectivity among the GMS 
countries, (ii) increased GMS competitiveness, and 
(iii) benefited GMS communities in health and the 
environment. An additional subsidiary question 
focused on ADB’s contributions as the secretariat 
for the GMS Program. 
 

Evaluation Findings 

 

Overall, the evaluation found that ADB had 

provided critical and effective institutional 

support for the GMS Program and its projects 

performed well at country level. ADB helped the 
GMS Program maintain an effective platform for 
member countries to work together with joint 
development objectives. After 30 years, the GMS 
Program has established itself as one of the most 
successful and longest standing subregional 
programs supported by ADB. It remains relevant 
and responsive to the development needs and 
priorities of the member countries.  
 
At the subregional level, the contributions of 

the ADB operations portfolio to achieving the 

GMS overarching development objectives 

varied significantly across the sectors 

supported. ADB-financed operations have 
enhanced regional infrastructure connectivity, 
particularly through improvements to the roads 
network. ADB made moderate contributions to 
improving regional competitiveness and 
community beyond sector-level results in some 
areas. Specifically, ADB support made significant 
contributions to increased cross-border road 
passengers, road freight volumes, and intra-region 
tourism. It made less significant contributions to 
trade facilitation, cross-border flows of 
investment, safe labor migration, sustainable 
agriculture, and nature conservation. ADB support 
had helped enhance GMS health system 
performance and contributed significantly to the 
improved control of communicable diseases in the 
subregion, as well as facilitating ADB’s rapid 
response to COVID-19.  
 

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 GMS, and increased cross-
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border flows of investment and labor. In transport, 
ADB supported the construction or rehabilitation 
of about 3,300 km of roads, significantly 
improving the road network in GMS countries. 
ADB helped establish the GMS Railway Association 
in 2014 and provided TA to start a dialogue on 
connecting the GMS railways. There was no ADB-
financed investment project in the GMS railway 
sector approved during 2012–2020, but two 
major railway projects in Cambodia and Viet Nam 
that were approved in 2006 and completed in 
2016. ADB’s contribution to reducing the policy 
and institutional constraints affecting transport 
and trade was limited. In energy, ADB helped lay 
the groundwork for interconnecting the GMS 
power systems and developing a GMS power 
market and made one investment for a 
hydropower construction project. ADB support for 
energy continued to heavily focus on electricity 
rather than on the overall energy sector to address 
energy security, productivity, and efficiency 
involving also other alternative energy sources and 
support for policy and institutional environment. 
During 2010–2018, while road passengers and 
freight volumes doubled, cross-border flows of 
investment and labor migration improved only 
marginally 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. The specific objectives of the GMS 
Program for competitiveness were not well-
defined in Strategic Framework, 2012–2022. 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. Three relatively 
recent investments in trade and industry 
supported border economic zone development in 
Yunnan, PRC, and investment promotion in 
Guangxi, PRC. At the macro level, the ADB-
financed competitiveness portfolio made only 
minor contributions to making the GMS a global 
provider of safe and environmentally friendly 
agricultural products, although it did better in 
supporting sustainable urban development in 
cross-border towns, and in developing secondary 
tourist destinations in the GMS. ADB support for 
trade and industry did not result in more private 

sector participation and made rather moderate 
contributions to GMS competitiveness overall.  

 

ADB support for GMS community efforts made 

significant contributions to public health and 

some contributions to addressing regional 

environmental issues. ADB’s operational support 
for the community agenda focused on HRD, public 
health, biodiversity conservation corridors, and 
climate resilience in cities. ADB support in the 
health sector helped improve GMS health systems’ 
performance and capacity for communicable 
disease control and for responding to acute public 
health threats. This was reflected in 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 established by the ongoing GMS health 
projects enabled ADB to respond rapidly to the 
COVID-19 pandemic. In the area of the 
environment, ADB operations made some 
contributions toward increased conservation of 
nature through its support to the GMS Biodiversity 
Conservation Corridors in Cambodia, Lao PDR, and 
Viet Nam. During 2010–2018, several regional 
environment and nature reserve indicators did not 
improve. For example, annual deforestation 
(forest loss) ranged between 1% and 3% of forest 
areas except in PRC and Viet Nam where there was 
a slight increase in forest cover; carbon dioxide 
emissions in metric tons per capita increased 12% 
and the average GMS carbon dioxide emissions 
(kilo per PPP $ of GDP) did not change; and the 
GMS overall environmental performance index 
declined by 35%.  

 

ADB’s institutional support has helped sustain 

the GMS Program as an effective and stable 

cooperation platform. ADB’s efforts were 
recognized and highly commended by 
stakeholders. Over the evaluation period, ADB 
effectively supported summits, ministerial 
conferences, senior officials’ meetings, sector 
working groups, and thematic forum meetings. 
During 2018–2020, each year, it organized and 
facilitated an average of 16 GMS meetings with 
over 2,000 participants. As the GMS secretariat, 
ADB prepared the Strategic Framework, 2012–
2022 and RIF, 2013–2022, coordinated joint 
actions across member countries, provided 
technical and policy advice, and served as a bridge 
between the GMS governments and development  
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partners. With ADB support, the GMS countries 
were able to mobilize a significant operations 
portfolio of 131 projects (62% of the planned 
number) amounting to $56 billion (71% of the 
planned amount) and to achieve some significant 
tangible results in improving the physical 
infrastructure in the GMS economic corridors. The 
GMS Program has continued to operate effectively 
and remains a relevant partnership platform for 
the GMS countries. However, ADB made little 
progress in fully engaging the private sector and 
local stakeholders, including local governments, 
communities, and businesses, in its work in the 
GMS. 
 

Key Issues 

 

The evaluation identified the following key issues 
that have constrained ADB contributions to the 
subregion’s developmental results. 
 

While GMS investment projects are labeled 

regional interventions, they are designed and 

implemented as single-country operations. 

ADB-financed investment projects are designed by 
each country individually and implemented 
country-by-country with little interaction among 
participating countries, restraining the benefits of 
cross-country spillover effects. As a result, despite 
the high success rate of completed and evaluated 
projects and the benefits generated for individual 
countries, transboundary effects are not clear and 
are difficult to measure. 
 

ADB operations continued to focus 

predominantly on improving cross-border 

physical infrastructure. By both the number of 
projects and volume of financing, ADB support for 
connectivity dominated the portfolio, followed by 
support for competitiveness and then community. 
The connectivity portfolio focused primarily on 
roads, with support for transport and trade 
facilitation accounting for only about 5% of 
projects and 1% of the financing. No investment 
was made in developing logistics and or in 
promoting multimodal transport links, including 
the GMS rail network during the evaluation 
period. The connectivity operations portfolio did 
not pay due attention to addressing critical policy 
and institutional barriers to connectivity. ADB 
support for competitiveness was short in scale 
($1.9 billion), and lacked a clear unified objective 
and a systematic approach to guide operations. 

Likewise, the community operations portfolio 
(about $950 million) was too small relative to the 
magnitude and long-term character of the RPG 
issues being addressed. In addition, ADB does not 
have a distinct comparative advantage in safe 
labor migration. Other institutions, including the 
Association of Southeast Asian Nations (ASEAN) 
and the International Organization for Migration 
(IOM), are taking the lead in this area.  
 

ADB operational support has relied 

overwhelmingly on the project financing 

modality. Of the 58 lending operations, 48 were 
provided as project financing. There were only 
three multitranche financing facilities, one results-
based lending project, and one NSO. There was no 
policy-based lending to support reform. ADB did 
not seek to widen the range of instruments, 
missing an opportunity to respond to the growing 
needs of the GMS in addressing cross-sectoral and 
cross-country issues more effectively. 
 

There were inadequate results frameworks and 

results monitoring efforts at both the GMS 

level and at sector levels. No effort was made to 
transform the outline results framework of 
Strategic Framework, 2012–2022 into an 
operational results framework with clear 
indicators and quantifiable targets. Likewise, most 
sector results frameworks did not have well-
defined and monitorable indicators, baselines, and 
targets. Moreover, the timing of many sector 
strategies was not aligned with the Strategic 
Framework, 2012–2022, further obscuring the 
links between the support provided and the 
overarching results expected. Government and 
ADB monitoring efforts focused primarily on 
financing targets and project performance, not on 
development results.  
 

While the GMS institutions, cross-country 

cooperation, ADB’s role, and the GMS 

Program’s ownership were generally 

appropriate, there is room for improvement. 

The GMS meeting structure and the instruments 
used by the GMS in carrying out its work are 
generally sound and suitable. There is good cross-
country cooperation at the macro-level. However, 
the role of GMS institutions in the decision-making 
structure could be strengthened in the RIF process 
to ensure a balance between the national and 
regional needs. Cross-country cooperation was 
uneven at the sector level and low at the project 
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level, with project teams in multi-country projects 
hardly interacting during project implementation. 
In addition, coordination across working groups, 
cross-thematic links, and engagement of 
stakeholders in forums and councils could have 
been more effective. During the virtual country 
missions, a good number of government and ADB 
staff raised questions about the extent of country 
ownership of the GMS Program, considering the 
dominant financial support and role played by 
ADB.  
 

Lessons 

 

The GMS Program has confirmed that 

subregional economic cooperation can work 

and generate benefits that would otherwise 

not be achievable if left to individual countries. 

Although the GMS Program was established by 
countries with diverse interests and backgrounds, 
it has shown that regional development 
cooperation can work. The continued 
commitment of national leaders to regional 
cooperation has been a critical factor in its success. 
ADB has played an important role in subregional 
cooperation by acting as a facilitator and by 
providing neutral technical and economic advice, 
developing partnerships, and coordinating joint 
actions.  
 

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. During the virtual country missions 
conducted for this evaluation, national ministries 
expressed a clear preference for a one-country and 
one-sector approach so that they can access and 
utilize ADB resources quickly and effectively. ADB 
should proactively ensure an active representation 
of countries and stakeholders and a balance 
between national and regional interests in the 
selection of projects for the pipeline. 
 

A more focused operational approach would 

improve the development results of ADB’s 

operational support. As was noted in previous 
IED evaluation findings, ADB has spread its efforts 
and resources thinly in addressing non-
infrastructure aspects of connectivity, 
competitiveness, and community. As a result, 
development results in these areas have been 
restricted. It is easier to finance and secure 
ownership of tangible initiatives such as 

infrastructure projects than of subregion-wide 
policy reform or institutional strengthening. While 
the project cost may be low, the overhead cost and 
staff efforts required increase with the number of 
countries involved in a project. ADB could 
strategically position itself as an effective 
development financier by being more selective in 
supporting integrated programs focusing on 
developing economic corridors or cross-border 
economic zones to generate more regional 
economic benefits. 
 

Recommendations 

 

The evaluation offers the following 
recommendations to ADB. 
 

Recommendation 1: Strengthen the 

development results of ADB support through a 

greater focus on non-infrastructure elements 

of subregional cooperation. The evaluation 
noted that the GMS-2030 has shifted the 
community agenda to the forefront in its mission 
statement. The evaluation agrees with this 
strategic reorientation, giving more prominence to 
regional public goods. ADB could strategically 
position itself as an effective development 
financier by using an integrated approach to 
support GMS programs and projects that 
comprehensively address issues in geographical 
locations of significant impact such as border 
economic zones along the GMS economic 
corridors.  
 

At the operational level, ADB will need to be more 
selective among the cooperation areas called for 
in the GMS-2030. It should focus on sectors and 
thematic areas where it has a demonstrated 
comparative advantage in RCI operations, while at 
the same time finetuning approaches to give more 
emphasis to the soft aspects of GMS development. 
For instance, to improve regional connectivity and 
competitiveness, ADB could increase its support 
for transport and trade facilitation, investment 
policies and regulations affecting private sector 
participation, and a policy framework for logistics. 
In community, ADB could build on its track record 
in health. The COVID-19 pandemic experience 
underscores the need for ADB to continue 
supporting cooperation among the GMS countries 
in responding to similar events in the future. 
Environment issues in the GMS are complex and 
will take time to address, so ADB support in 
environment not only has to be sustained, but also 
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ramped up to make a significant and cumulative 
impact in the GMS. 
 

Recommendation 2: Prepare a new regional 

investment framework (RIF) based on clear and 

consistent selection criteria. The next RIF should 
provide a clear rationale for project selection and 
include only those with a strong regional character 
that provide integrated solutions to address cross-
sector and cross-country issues. Selected projects 
should have clear government commitment to 
finance and implement. The new RIF should take a 
differentiated approach to allow more advanced 
countries to contribute models and pilot solutions 
for other countries to replicate, while the GMS 
Program continues to provide a joint platform for 
greater participation and ownership across the 
GMS countries.   
 

Recommendation 3: Ensure sector strategies 

are aligned with GMS-2030, and strengthen the 

monitoring and reporting of the development 

results of the GMS Program. In the past, GMS 
sector strategies covered different time periods 
and were often not synchronized with the 
timeframe of the GMS overall strategic 
framework. ADB should ensure that future sector 
strategies are aligned with GMS-2030. To 
strengthen development results, a more 
systematic approach is needed to ensure the 
achievement of the GMS-2030 objectives. 
Particularly, ADB should (i) ensure the synergy of 
objectives and timelines between GMS-2030 and 
GMS sector strategies; (ii) ensure the results focus 
of the GMS Program through a realistic and 
operational subregional results framework to 
monitor progress along key RCI indicators and 
form a task force for monitoring and evaluating 
results under GMS-2030; and (iii) help present 
results in GMS meetings and make them publicly 
accessible online. An annual publication of GMS 
development effectiveness review reporting 
progress and trends along key RCI indicators could 
be considered.  

 

Recommendation 4: Broaden the participation 

of regional and global organizations and the 

private sector. ADB should ensure that the 
Development Partners’ Forum is a truly open 
platform with participation of traditional bilateral 
and multinational international financial 
institutions as well as of other regional and 
international organizations, e.g., World Health 
Organization, International Labour Organization, 

World Trade Organization, and Mekong River 
Commission. ADB should enrich the agenda, so it 
includes not only cofinancing but regional and 
global experience, best practices, and standards. 
Development partners could play a supporting 
role in some of the sector working groups where 
ADB does not have a distinct comparative 
advantage. It should increase opportunities for 
private sector participation, including in program 
and project planning and design, financing, and 
implementation.  
 

Recommendation 5: Provide programmatic 

support for knowledge and institutional 

capacity building. Specifically, ADB could: (i) 
provide programmatic support for knowledge 
products; and (ii) strengthen GMS institutions and 
country ownership of the GMS Program. The 
knowledge products should be less project-related 
and should address regional challenges more 
broadly. ADB should adopt a programmatic 
approach for knowledge generation and 
utilization in support of GMS-2030, with the 
participation of a wide spectrum of stakeholders, 
including academics and think tanks, development 
partners, and the private sector. ADB should help 
strengthen coordination between working groups 
and encourage mechanisms to support cross-
thematic links. Likewise, ADB should help improve 
the effectiveness of forums and councils with 
wider engagement of stakeholders. As this 
partnership is already well-established and 
mature, ADB should explore with the GMS options 
for further increasing full country ownership and 
enhancing subregional cooperation and 
integration objectives. 

 

Recommendation 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 of diversified financing 
instruments. Actions may include: (i) 
strengthening the justification of projects by 
emphasizing regional benefits, with a stronger 
project RCI classification system in line with the RCI 
Scorecard; (ii) using more instruments to provide, 
where appropriate, integrated solutions to 
address cross-sector and cross-thematic issues, in 
line with ADB’s Strategy-2030; and (iii) paying 
more attention to results monitoring and 
evaluation using sound regional indicators, 
baselines, and targets, to ensure regional as well 
as national benefits.



 

   

 

Linkage Between Findings, Issues, Lessons, and Recommendations 

Findings, Issues, and Lessons Recommendations 

ADB made significant contributions to enhancing physical 
connectivity in the GMS by helping improve the road transport 
infrastructure. Support to enhance regional public goods and to 
improve the GMS’s competitiveness through such mechanisms 
as integrated markets, production processes, and value chains, 
was contained during the evaluation period. ADB needs to be 
more selective and to balance resource use in areas of 
comparative advantage in the context of the 3-C strategy. See 

paras.  74, 75, 111, 112, 117. 

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

The Regional Investment Framework (RIF) is currently used as a 
financial marketing tool and has assisted the GMS Program in 
project selection. However, it lacks features to improve project 
quality and selection and does not recognize that member 
countries have different levels of development. The use of the 
RIF in project prioritization missed opportunities to foster better 
decision making and cross-country cooperation. See paras. 87, 

97, 107, 116. 

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

No effort was made to translate the outline results framework 
(Strategic Framework, 2012–2022) into an operational form with 
clear indicators and quantifiable targets for monitoring and 
assessing progress and overall results. Sector strategies were 
outdated compared with the timeframe of the existing 
framework. Operationally, ADB efforts to strengthen the GMS 
community had mixed results across the sectors supported. ADB 
made significant contributions to addressing public health issues 
and some contributions in addressing environmental issues. See 

paras. 86, 88, 105, 110, 113, 119. 

Recommendation 3: Ensure sector strategies 
are aligned with GMS-2030, and strengthen the 
monitoring and reporting of the development 
results of the GMS Program. 
 

Several players in the GMS with different areas of specialization 
can be engaged to enhance regional effectiveness. However, 
ADB missed opportunities to maximize the involvement of the 
private sector, and local stakeholders, including governments, 
communities, and business enterprises. See paras. 85, 93, 100, 

108, 114. 

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

There is potential to improve the effectiveness of the GMS 
operating mechanisms to address critical regional development 
challenges, complex policy issues, cross-country coordination 
weaknesses, and the need for strategic solutions to enhance 
GMS cooperation and integration. Capacity building efforts to 
strengthen country ownership, knowledge, and regional 
institutions could be beneficial to ADB. See paras. 96, 116, 120, 

121. 

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

ADB operational support focused predominantly on cross border 
physical infrastructure and relied heavily on the standard project 
financing modality. Results frameworks and results monitoring 
efforts are insufficient. ADB missed opportunities to use other 
modalities to support project selection, performance, policy 
reforms, results monitoring, regional competitiveness, and 
regional public goods. See paras. 118, 119, 122, 123. 

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

 
1. Support for regional cooperation and integration (RCI) is a long-standing corporate 

operational priority of the Asian Development Bank (ADB). ADB’s Charter recognizes that ADB should 
support the development of countries both individually and collectively and that it should seek to promote 
regional, subregional, and national projects and programs that contribute to the economic growth of the 
region as a whole.1 The rationale behind ADB’s support for RCI lies in the economic benefits beyond 
individual countries generated from economies of scale. The RCI process can also enhance peace and 
stability, the necessary conditions for economic growth and development in participating countries. The 
coronavirus disease (COVID-19) pandemic has had severe economic impacts with reduced trade, tourism, 
investment, employment, social security, and public health throughout the Asia and Pacific region, further 
underlining the importance of RCI, and this will continue in the post-pandemic period. As a leading regional 
development partner, ADB is well positioned to support RCI to benefit its developing member countries. 
 
2. The scope of ADB support for RCI has evolved from the early 1990s to the present, beginning 

with the launch of the Regional Cooperation Policy in 1994.2 As the RCI agenda expanded and became 
more complex, ADB adopted an RCI Strategy in 2006 to advance a coherent and strategic approach to its 
support for RCI.3 The RCI Strategy identified four RCI pillars: (i) cross-border infrastructure and related 
software; (ii) trade and investment; (iii) monetary and financial cooperation; and (iv) cooperation in regional 
public goods (RPGs). In supporting these pillars, it defined ADB’s roles as a financial institution, a 
knowledge bank, a capacity builder, and an honest broker.  

 
3. Refinements in the RCI Strategy were subsequently introduced to align it with ADB Strategy 

2020 and ADB Strategy 2030.4 Nonetheless, the basic thrusts of the RCI Strategy remained. ADB RCI 
Operational Plan (OP) 2016-20205 maintained the four pillars of ADB support for RCI. The RCI OP-7 for 
2019-20246 focused ADB support for RCI on regional connectivity, competitiveness, and RPGs, 
corresponding to pillars 1, 2, and 4 of the RCI Strategy. ADB has implemented its RCI agenda mainly 
through subregional cooperation programs, i.e., the Greater Mekong Subregion (GMS) Economic 
Cooperation Program, Central Asia Regional Economic Cooperation (CAREC) Program, and South Asia 
Economic Cooperation (SASEC) Program. Box 1 provides a brief account of ADB support for RCI in recent 
years. 
 
4. The GMS Economic Cooperation Program (GMS Program) was established in 1992 by six 

countries along the Mekong River: Cambodia, People's Republic of China (PRC, Yunnan Province), 

Lao People’s Democratic Republic (Lao PDR), Myanmar, Thailand, and Viet Nam, with the objective 

of enhancing the economic cooperation and development of the member countries.7 The Guangxi 
Zhuang Autonomous Region of the PRC joined in 2004. ADB supported the inception of the GMS Program 
through a regional technical assistance (RETA) project that sought to promote peace, stability, and 
economic cooperation in a subregion that was emerging from a period of prolonged conflict.8 When the 
GMS Program was established, the subregion had a population of about 250 million and a gross domestic 
product (GDP) of nearly $140 billion. By the end of 2020, it had a population of about 350 million and a 
GDP of over $1,600 billion, more than ten times larger than in 1992. The GMS Program has grown into a 

 
1 ADB. 1966. Agreement Establishing the Asian Development Bank. Manila. Article 1 and Article 2. Available at: 

https://www.adb.org   /sites/default/files/institutional-document/32120/charter.pdf 
2   ADB. 1994. Bank Support for Regional Cooperation. Manila. 
3 ADB. 2006. Regional Cooperation and Integration Strategy. Manila. 
4    ADB. 2008. Strategy 2020: Working for an Asia and Pacific Free of Poverty. Manila; ADB. 2018. Strategy 2030. Achieving a Prosperous, 

Inclusive, Resilient, and Sustainable Asia and the Pacific. Manila. 
5   ADB. 2016. Operational Plan for Regional Cooperation and Integration, 2016–2020: Promoting Connectivity, Competitiveness, 

Regional Public Goods, and Collective Action for Asia and the Pacific. Manila. 
6    ADB. 2019. Strategy 2030 Operational Plan for Priority 7: Fostering Regional Cooperation and Integration, 2019–2024. Manila.  
7  ADB.1992. Report on Conference on Subregional Economic Cooperation among Cambodia, People’s Republic of China, Lao PDR, 

Myanmar, Thailand, and Viet Nam. Manila (December). 
8  ADB. 1992. Studies in Subregional Cooperation among Cambodia, the People’s Republic of China, Lao People’s Democratic 

Republic, Myanmar, Thailand, and Viet Nam. Manila (RETA 5487).  
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stable, inclusive partnership of member governments, development partners, the private sector, and civil 
society.9 It is the longest standing RCI program supported by ADB.  
 

Box 1: ADB’s Support for Regional Cooperation and Integration in Recent Years 

 
ADB financial support for RCI during 2003–2014 averaged around $2.4 billion per year, with the share of ADB RCI 
financing in ADB-wide operations increasing from 17% during 2003–2006 to 23% in 2007–2014. RCI financing 
increased significantly during 2017–2020 with average approvals of $7.5 billion per year. Additional RCI funding 
for COVID-19 response was provided in 2020, bringing the total approvals in 2020 to $14.1 billion. The share of RCI 
financing to ADB-wide financing averaged 25% in 2017-2019 and rose to 50% in 2020, when the financing for 
COVID-19 is included.  
 
Transport continued to dominate ADB RCI financing during 2017–2020 (34%), followed by PSM (28%) and energy 
(11%), with some sectors becoming more visible, such as health (8%), finance (7%), and trade and industry (5%).  
 
Southeast Asia and Central West Asia were the major recipients of ADB RCI financing, respectively accounting for 
36% and 30%. These were followed by South Asia (21%), East Asia (5%), and the Pacific (3%).  
 
Of the three RCI outcome indicators reported in ADB’s Development Effectiveness Review, DEfR 2019 showed 
progress in cross-border cargo and energy transmission and in trade and investment. Progress in trade and 
investment remained in DEfR 2020. Data on regional public goods were not available. Key stakeholders in the 
governments of ADB member countries and development partners have given ADB good marks for its RCI work.   
  
The COVID-19 pandemic has accentuated the need for countries to work more closely together to achieve resilient 
and sustainable recovery from the pandemic through RCI initiatives. Effective regional and interregional 
coordination will be crucial in implementing recovery measures and mitigating the impact of the pandemic on cross-
border flows. At the same time, there is need for ADB to broaden the RCI agenda beyond cross-border infrastructure 
to issues involving trade and investment integration, and regional public goods, notably in health and environment. 
Innovative approaches are also necessary to make ADB support to RCI relevant and responsive to the needs of 
countries at different levels of development, with greater attention being paid to lower income countries. 
 
ADB= Asian Development Bank, COVID-19 = coronavirus disease, DEfR = Development Effectiveness Review, PSM = public sector 
management, RCI = regional cooperation and integration. 
Sources: ADB. 2021. 2020 Development Effectiveness Review. Manila; ADB. 2021. Forthcoming. Regional Cooperation and 

Integration Corporate Progress Report 2021: Asian Development Bank Support for Regional Cooperation and Integration across 

Asia and the Pacific during Unprecedented Challenge and Change. Manila; IED. 2015. Thematic Evaluation Study: Asian 

Development Bank Support for Regional Cooperation and Integration. Manila: ADB. 

 
5. In the context of a rapidly changing global economy, regional integration offers 

development opportunities and challenges for GMS countries. A key challenge however is the current 
fact that considerable economic differences exist among the GMS countries, coupled with the evolving 
political, health and technological challenges that each country must face. Also, there are two distinct 
country groups within the GMS in terms of the level of global integration and diversification—PRC, Thailand 
and Viet Nam have integrated faster in the global economy with a more diversified export structure, while 
the rest are more reliant on intra-GMS trade. Against this backdrop, efforts will be needed to help GMS 
countries with lower per capita incomes such as Cambodia, Lao PDR, Myanmar, and Viet Nam converge 
with the PRC and Thailand. Efforts will also be needed to help the lagging countries to integrate more to 
the regional and global economies and that the GMS collectively continues to catch up with more 
developed economies.10 The GMS collectively benefits from the growth spill-over effects of intra and inter-
regional trade indicating that regional cooperation and global engagement are real avenues for per capita 
growth. Box 2 provides a snapshot of the GMS’s progress and challenges, while a more detailed overview 
of the subregion as it evolved during 2010–2020 is in Appendix 1. 
 
 
 
 

 
9  ADB. 2018. Greater Mekong Region: Twenty-Five Years of Partnership. Manila. 
10  ADB 2021. The Greater Mekong Subregion 2030 and Beyond: Integration, Upgrading, Cities, and Connectivity. Manila. 
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Box 2: Greater Mekong Subregion Snapshot—Major Progress and Challenges, 2010–2020 

 

The GMS countries had an average annual growth rate of real GDP at 7.2% during 2010–2019. The population living 
below the national poverty line declined from 18% in 2010 to 11% in 2019. GMS countries were adversely affected 
by the COVID-19 pandemic and the subregion’s GDP growth dropped to 0.2% in 2020.   
 
The overall cooperation and integration index for the GMS improved slightly from 0.48 to 0.50 during 2010–2018. 
This was attributed mainly to improvements in infrastructure connectivity, money and finance, and tourism pre-
COVID-19 pandemic. On the other hand, GMS competitiveness indicators showed little or no improvement, except 
for minor improvements in human capital, markets, and innovation. On community, there were positive trends in 
public health (per 100,000 population, tuberculosis cases declined by 15% between 2011 and 2018, and those of 
malaria cases by 26% from 2010 to 2018). The GMS environmental indicators did not improve, with the forest area 
increasing only slightly during 2010-2020, while carbon dioxide emissions in metric tons per capita increased, and 
the overall environmental performance index declined.   
 
The GMS faces several major issues and challenges: (i) the COVID-19 pandemic, as the spread of diseases across 
borders has serious consequences on GMS economies, being connected by land and having borders crossed by 
many people and vehicles daily; (ii) environmental issues, such as the threats from climate change and extreme 
weather events, air, land, and water pollution, and deforestation and loss of biodiversity; (iii) technological change 
and digital gaps, with some GMS countries unable to keep pace because of policy and regulatory constraints, limited 
skills, and inadequate infrastructure; (iv) rapid urbanization and the growing issues of sustainable urban transport, 
water supply, waste management, sanitation, and housing, with the main challenges being to make cities more 
livable; and (v) persistent pockets of poverty and income disparities among and within the GMS countries.  
 
COVID-19 = coronavirus disease, GDP = gross domestic product, GMS = Greater Mekong Subregion. 
Source: Independent Evaluation Department evaluation team literature review.  

 
6. This evaluation assessed the performance and development results of ADB institutional and 

operational support for the GMS Program during 2012–2020. It did not assess the GMS Program 
performance overall. In particular, the evaluation assessed the contributions of ADB support toward 
achieving the GMS Program’s three overarching objectives of improving: regional connectivity, 
competitiveness, and community (collectively known as the 3-C strategy). The assessment was in line with 
the guiding framework of ADB support for RCI which focuses on three priority pillars: regional connectivity, 
business competitiveness, and RPGs, as contained in RCI OP 2016–2020 and RCI OP-7. ADB’s Operations 
Evaluation Department conducted two previous evaluations of the GMS Program in 1999 (covering ADB 
support for the program until 1998) and 2008 (covering support until 2007).11   
 
7. The evaluation aimed to help the effective implementation of the newly approved GMS 

Strategic Framework 2030 (GMS-2030), improve the process and content of the new regional 

investment framework (RIF), and strengthen the development results of ADB support. This was 
agreed with the GMS Secretariat during the conceptualization of this evaluation,12 given that the new GMS-
2030 for the GMS Program was at the approval stage when this evaluation was about to start.13  

 
8. This evaluation is the first of three that the Independent Evaluation Department (IED) plans 

to complete during 2021–2024 to assess ADB support for regional cooperation programs. The other 
two will cover ADB support for CAREC and SASEC programs. These three evaluations will look in-depth at 
the performance and regional development results brought about by ADB support in each program and 
will contribute to IED’s continued effort to assess ADB support for RCI as mandated in its corporate charter. 
IED conducted the first thematic evaluation of ADB’s corporate-level support for RCI in 2015.14 That 

 
11  Operations Evaluation Department. 1999. Impact Evaluation Study of the Asian Development Bank’s Program of Subregional 

Economic Cooperation in the Greater Mekong Subregion. Manila: ADB; Operations Evaluation Department. 2008. Regional 

Cooperation Assistance Program: Greater Mekong Subregion: Maturing and Moving Forward. Manila: ADB. 
12  Notes of a meeting between the IED evaluation team and the GMS Secretariat (3 September 2020).  
13  The final draft GMS-2030 was circulated for approval by GMS Ministers in November 2020 with a plan that it would be adopted 

at the GMS Summit in March 2021. Due to COVID-19, the Summit was postponed to September 2021 and GMS-2030 was 
approved on 9 September 2021. ADB. 2021. GMS Strategic Framework 2030. Manila. Available at: The Greater Mekong Subregion 
Economic Cooperation Program Strategic Framework 2030 (adb.org) 

14  IED. 2015. Thematic Evaluation Study. Asian Development Bank Support for Regional Cooperation and Integration. Manila: ADB. 

https://www.adb.org/sites/default/files/institutional-document/678631/gms-economic-cooperation-strategic-framework-2030.pdf
https://www.adb.org/sites/default/files/institutional-document/678631/gms-economic-cooperation-strategic-framework-2030.pdf


Introduction 5 
 

 

 

evaluation assessed ADB’s implementation of the RCI agenda successful, with ADB’s efforts rated relevant, 
less than responsive, and with significant results.  

 

B.  Greater Mekong Subregion Program  

 
9. The GMS Program was established with a vision to build a prosperous, integrated, and 

inclusive subregion based on a 3-C overarching strategy of improved regional connectivity, 

competitiveness, and community.
15

 Specifically:  
(i) Connectivity: increase cross-border connectivity through the development of physical 

infrastructure and economic corridors.  
(ii) Competitiveness: improve the competitiveness of the subregion through the integration 

of markets, production processes, and value chains.   
(iii) Community: build a greater sense of community to jointly address common regional social 

and environmental concerns.  
 

10. These objectives are aligned with the ADB RCI priorities for infrastructure connectivity between 
countries, business competitiveness, and RPGs in the RCI OP 2016–2020 and the RCI OP-7. 
 
11. In the first decade of its operations (1992–2002), the GMS Program did not have a strategic 

framework and operated through individual interventions focusing on building infrastructure links 

to drive growth in the subregion. The first strategic framework, covering 2002–2012, had the objective 
of reducing poverty and income disparities through accelerated and sustained economic growth, 
improving the quality of life, and sustainably managing the environment and natural resources.16 
 
12. The second strategic framework, covering 2012–2022, maintained the five strategic thrusts 

of the GMS Program. These were: (i) strengthening infrastructure links; (ii) facilitating cross-border trade, 
investment, and tourism; (iii) enhancing private sector participation and competitiveness; (iv) developing 
human resources; and (v) protecting the environment and promoting the sustainable use of shared natural 
resources. It aimed to achieve six sector-level outcomes (Table 1).17 

 

Table 1: Greater Mekong Subregion Program Overarching Objectives and Strategic Framework, 

2012–2022 Expected Outcomes 

GMS Overarching Objectives
a 

Strategic Framework, 2012–2022 Expected 

Outcomes
b 

1. Connectivity: Increase cross-border connectivity 
through the development of physical infrastructure 
and economic corridors. 

2. Competitiveness: Improve competitiveness of the 
subregion through the integration of markets, 
production processes, and value chains. 

3. Community: Build a subregional community to 
jointly address common social and environmental 
concerns. 

1. Increased cross-border flows: investment, traffic, 
labor migration. 

2. Increased use of energy by all sectors and 
communities, particularly the poor. 

3. Increased access to information and 
communications. 

4. Increased tourism with reduced negative impacts. 
5. Increased sustainable agricultural production. 
6. Increased conservation of nature. 

GMS = Greater Mekong Subregion. 
a Greater Mekong Subregion Economic Cooperation Program. Available at: Overview of the Greater Mekong Subregion Economic 

Cooperation Program | Greater Mekong Subregion (GMS) 
b ADB. 2011. The Greater Mekong Subregion Economic Cooperation Program Strategic Framework, 2012–2022. Manila. 
Source: Asian Development Bank. 

 
13. Strategic Framework, 2012–2022 called for a greater focus on the non-infrastructure aspects 

of the program, greater selectivity, more cross-sectoral links, closer links with the broader regional 

 
15  Greater Mekong Subregion Economic Cooperation Program. Overview of the Greater Mekong Subregion Economic Cooperation 

Program | Greater Mekong Subregion (GMS). The term “inclusive” is used in the current latest GMS strategic framework 2012–
2022. It evolved from the original term “harmonious” adopted in the Second GMS Summit in 2005 through “equitable” up to 
2012.  

16  ADB. 2001. The Greater Mekong Subregion Economic Cooperation Program Strategic Framework, 2002–2012. Manila. 
17  ADB. 2011. The Greater Mekong Subregion Economic Cooperation Program Strategic Framework, 2012–2022. Manila. 

https://greatermekong.org/overview
https://greatermekong.org/overview
https://www.greatermekong.org/overview
https://www.greatermekong.org/overview
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integration agenda, and an increased focus on results (Box 3). Transport remained at the forefront of 
the GMS Program, but there was an increasing shift to multimodal systems, road safety, climate change, 
non-physical barriers to cross-border transport, and economic corridor development. Strategic Framework, 
2012–2022 also stressed the need for a rail network, with technical cooperation and institutional 
development to complement infrastructure investments. GMS countries agreed to continue supporting the 
11 flagship programs in the economic corridors, telecommunications, the regional power network, trade 
and investment, the private sector, human resources, environment, and tourism that were initiated under 
the earlier Strategic Framework, 2002–2012.18 
 

Box 3: Approaches to Reaching Goals in the Strategic Framework, 2012–2022 

 

1. Greater focus on non-infrastructure investments to complement the continued focus on infrastructure.  
2. Greater selectivity and prioritization of focus areas, including a greater focus on regional issues.  
3. Closer link to the broader regional integration agenda, with more clarity on which regional issues should be 

covered by the Greater Mekong Subregion Program and which left to other regional organizations. 
4. More attention to the links across different sectors.  
5. Rebalancing resources without changing the broad sector focus of the program and bearing in mind 

organizational capacities to achieve real results across the sectors.  
6. Stronger and more effective emphasis on monitoring results and on improvements in program implementation 

to enhance its overall effectiveness and impact. 
 

Source: ADB. 2011. GMS Strategic Framework, 2012–2022. Manila. 
 

C. Evaluation Objectives and Methodology 

 

14. The overarching evaluation question was: to what extent has ADB support for the GMS 

Program enhanced the development of the subregion? The evaluation addressed this question by 
assessing (i) the performance and results of ADB operational support through financing projects and 
programs for improving regional connectivity, competitiveness, and community under the GMS Program 
overarching objectives; and (ii) ADB institutional support for the GMS Program through its bodies, 
operational instruments, and procedures.19 
 

15. In line with the stated objectives of the program, the evaluation addressed four subsidiary 
questions:   

(i) Connectivity: To what extent has ADB support improved connectivity among the GMS 
countries? 

(ii) Competitiveness: To what extent has ADB support improved competitiveness in the GMS? 
(iii) Community: To what extent has ADB support enabled GMS communities to address health 

and environmental issues? 
(iv) Institution: What contributions did ADB, as the secretariat, make to the GMS Program 

during 2012–2020 through its institutional support, what issues arose, and what lessons 
were learned overall? 

 

16. To help answer the evaluation questions, a theory of change was constructed (Figure 1). It 
was based on consultations with ADB staff and on GMS strategic documents, particularly the results 
framework for the Strategic Framework, 2012–2022, and the GMS establishment paper (footnote 7).  
The theory of change starts with ADB inputs to the GMS Program. These involve a mix of investment and 
TA projects as well as support for GMS institutions in (i) designing and coordinating the preparation of  

 
18  The 11 flagship programs are: (i) the north-south economic corridor; (ii) the east-west economic corridor; (iii) the southern 

economic corridor; (iv) the telecommunications backbone; (v) regional power interconnection and trading arrangements; (vi) 
cross-border trade and investment; (vii) enhancing private sector participation and competitiveness; (viii) developing human 
resources and skills competencies; (ix) a strategic environmental framework; (x) flood control and water resource management; 
and (xi) GMS tourism development. 

19  IED. 2021. Evaluation Approach Paper: Evaluation of ADB Support for the Greater Mekong Subregion Program, 2012–2020. 
Manila: ADB. 

https://www.adb.org/sites/default/files/evaluation-document/680191/files/eap-gms.pdf
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Figure 1: Theory of Change of ADB Support for GMS Program under Strategic Framework, 2012–2022 

 

ADB = Asian Development Bank, GMS = Greater Mekong Subregion. 
Source: Independent Evaluation Department evaluation team reconstructions based on the GMS Strategic Framework 2012–2022 and consultations with ADB staff.
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GMS strategies, plans, operation pipelines, and organizing conferences and meetings in ADB’s capacity 
as the GMS secretariat; (ii) convening and coordinating joint actions across member countries; (iii) 
providing financing from ADB’s sources and from cofinancing; (iv) acting as an honest broker between 
governments and other development partners; (v) engaging the private sector; and (vi) providing policy 
and technical advice through knowledge and capacity development. The theory of change assumes that 
these inputs will lead to a broad range of results across multiple areas, including transport (roads and 
railways), energy, the movement of labor, and environmental protection, as well as the outcomes in 
Table 1 (Appendix 2). The expected GMS-wide outcomes are linked to the overarching objectives of the 
GMS Program, which are that the subregion will be: (i) more connected with more cross-border 
infrastructure links and economic corridors; (ii) more competitive, with more integrated markets, 
production processes, and value chains; and (iii) more capable of acting as a community in jointly 
addressing common regional social and environmental concerns to benefit the GMS countries. 
 
17. Underpinning the theory of change are several assumptions. First, the success of the GMS 
Program requires the commitment to long-term partnership and engagement by GMS member 
countries and continued macroeconomic and political stability. Second, the Program has continued 
access to finance from national governments, ADB, and other development partners. Third, programs 
and projects selected for implementation are sound and have strong ownership by GMS governments. 
Fourth, national institutions and systems have sufficient capacity to implement programs and projects. 
Lastly, oversight by GMS institutions and ADB project management systems, including ADB safeguard 
and integrity policies, are in place to ensure that risks are adequately managed.  
 
18. The evaluation used a mixed methods approach, including qualitative and quantitative 

analyses to triangulate information from different sources. These included: (i) a literature review; (ii) 
an assessment of the ADB-financed GMS operations portfolio 2012–2020 classified by the 3-C objectives; 
(iii) a review of the GMS Program’s institutions and operational mechanisms in delivering the subregion’s 
overarching objectives and the Strategic Framework, 2012–2022 objectives, and an assessment of the 
performance of ADB’s role in supporting the functioning of the GMS Program during 2012–2020; (iv) a 
spatial analysis of transport projects to examine potential impact of transport projects supported by 
ADB during the evaluation period; (v) an in-depth examination of 15 case projects; (vi) a review of 
progress in 28 ongoing mature investment projects;20 (vii) virtual country missions to five GMS countries 
(i.e., all members except for Myanmar due to country conditions) and virtual meetings with 68 
concerned stakeholders; and (viii) focus group discussions held with project beneficiaries (70 discussions 
with a total of 411 local beneficiaries of 30 projects in five GMS member countries). A more detailed 
description of the methods used is provided in Appendix 3. 
 
19. Evaluation limitations. The evaluation was conducted without field visits by the evaluation 
team to project sites or face-to-face meetings with national stakeholders due to the COVID-19 
pandemic. To overcome this, a team of in-country national consultants was hired in each GMS country 
(except for Myanmar) to conduct focus group discussions with project beneficiaries on 30 mature 
investment and TA projects, about a quarter of all projects reviewed. As Strategic Framework, 2012–
2022 and most sector strategies did not have results frameworks with specific outcome indicators and 
quantifiable targets, the assessment of the developmental contributions of ADB operational support 
was limited to the results of completed and evaluated projects and the likelihood of achieving outputs 
and outcomes of ongoing mature projects, supplemented with stakeholder perceptions and feedback 
from beneficiary focus group discussions. Because of the lack of indicators and data for the overall 
outcomes in the Strategic Framework, 2012–2022, the evaluation used RCI indicators recommended in 
the ADB’s RCI OP 2016–2020, RCI OP-7, and Corporate Results Framework, 2019–2024,21 with data 
available from the Asia Regional Integration Center, World Bank, World Economic Forum, and other 
major international organizations. As ADB operations play a minor role in the subregion and given RCI 

 
20  In this evaluation, ongoing mature projects are those that have passed at least 65% of the originally approved implementation 

time and have not yet been completed, as defined in the evaluation approach paper (footnote 19). 
21  ADB. 2019. ADB Corporate Results Framework, 2019–2024. Manila. 
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outcome indicators are determined by a range of factors, there are some limitations in linking ADB 
performance to them.  
 

D. Structure of the Report 
 

20. The report has five chapters. Following this introduction, Chapter 2 describes the operational 
approaches and objectives of ADB support for the GMS Program and the operations portfolio ADB 
financed during the evaluation period, 2012–2020. Chapter 3 assesses the performance and 
development results of the ADB-financed operations portfolio. Chapter 4 reviews the GMS institutions 
and operational mechanisms and assesses the ADB institutional support for the GMS Program. Chapter 
5 concludes with the evaluation’s findings on the overarching and specific evaluation questions and 
presents key issues, lessons, and recommendations. 



02
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Highlights 

 

Improving cross-border connectivity has been at the forefront of the GMS Program since its inception and 
continued to be so during the evaluation period. 
 
Enhancing competitiveness with greater integration in regional and global markets, production processes, and 
value chains is a critical GMS objective. However, Strategic Framework, 2012–2022 did not contain specific 
objectives, with the results framework having only agriculture and tourism as elements of competitiveness. 
 
The expected GMS-wide outcome for community is a subregion with stronger sense of community in jointly 
addressing common regional social and environmental concerns, reflected in terms of enhanced human resources, 
sustainable agricultural production, and conservation of nature. 
 
During 2012–2020, ADB provided about $8.0 billion (including $2.7 billion of cofinancing) in financing for the 
GMS Program through 58 loans and grants, and 57 technical assistance (TA) projects. This was equivalent to about 
10% of total planned financing for the GMS Program for 2013–2020, and 15% of actual financing provided.  
 
Support for connectivity dominated (37% of projects, 64% of financing), followed by competitiveness (34% of 
projects, 24% of financing), and community (29% of projects, 12% of financing). 
 
Transport was the largest sector, with about 24% of projects and 51% of the financing.  
 
Following a large number of approvals during 2012–2018 (an average of seven investments and eight TA projects 
per year), the number dropped significantly to four investments and eight TA projects in 2019–2020.  
 
ADB financing focused on infrastructure, which accounted for 85% of total ADB financing. ADB operations were 
financed mainly as project financing (48 out of 58 investment projects, 83% of approvals). There was only one 
nonsovereign operation.  

 

21. This chapter describes the overall objectives of the GMS Program as reflected in the Strategic 
Framework, 2012–2022 and the approaches and strategic objectives of ADB’s operational support for 
each of the overarching objectives of the GMS Program: connectivity, competitiveness, and community. 
It then presents the major features of the ADB-financed operations portfolio for the GMS Program 
during 2012–2020. 
 

A. GMS Program Objectives and ADB Operational Approach  

 
1. Strategic Objectives and Expected Results for Connectivity 

 
22. The expected GMS-wide outcome on connectivity is a subregion that is more connected, 

with more cross-border infrastructure links and economic corridors, resulting in more cross-

border flows of investment, traffic, and labor with reduced human trafficking; increased use of 

energy by all sectors and communities; greater access to information and communications; and 

increased tourism with reduced negative impacts (Figure 1). Improving cross-border connectivity 
(RCI pillar 1) has been at the forefront of the GMS Program since its inception and continued to be so, 
with more support for non-infrastructure aspects of development. In particular, the GMS Program was 
expected to achieve four objectives related to connectivity: (i) develop major corridors as economic 
corridors to promote economic integration; (ii) strengthen transport links, especially roads and railways; 
(iii) develop an integrated approach to establishing a sustainable, secure, and competitive supply of 
energy; and (iv) improve telecommunications links and the use of information and communication 
technology (ICT) in the GMS. The Strategic Framework, 2012–2022 envisaged that the GMS Program 
would contribute to realizing the subregion’s potential by supporting an enabling policy environment 
and effective infrastructure links that would facilitate cross-border trade, investment, tourism, labor, 
and other forms of economic cooperation. It also envisaged that the GMS Program would be more 
effectively focused on the non-infrastructure aspects of GMS development, e.g., transport and trade 
facilitation, power market integration, and knowledge generation to complement the continued focus 
on infrastructure, e.g., road transport infrastructure, and electric power generation, that had been the 



12 ADB Support for the Greater Mekong Subregion Program, 2012–2020: Performance and Results 

 

   
 

backbone of the program in the two previous decades. The Ha Noi Action Plan, 2018–2022 emphasized 
a spatial approach centered on economic corridors for the second half of the Strategic Framework, 
2012–2022 implementation period.22 It highlighted the need to balance external connectivity with 
domestic connectivity, giving more attention to developing rural–urban links to expand access to 
markets and promote investments in less developed areas of GMS countries. 

 
23. ADB support for the GMS connectivity objectives focused on cooperation in transport, 

transport and trade facilitation (TTF), and energy, in line with the respective sector strategies.
23 

ADB decided to phase out its involvement in the GMS ICT sector in 2011.24 The objectives of the GMS 
Transport Strategy, 2006–2015 and the Transport Sector Strategy 2018–2030 focused on: (i) exploring 
synergies in the GMS transport system; (ii) moving to an open market and open borders for transport 
services; (ii) completing the GMS transport network and improving links with South Asia; (iv) 
encouraging use of different modes of transport; (v) promoting the development of logistics; and (vi) 
improving road asset management and promoting road safety.25 The Transport and Trade Facilitation 
Action Plan responded to the need for the non-infrastructure aspects of connectivity to be pursued more 
strongly, focusing primarily on TTF measures, capacity building, and regulatory reform.26 The road map 
for Expanded Energy Cooperation in the GMS (Energy Road Map), was designed to respond to the need 
for energy security in the GMS through subregional cooperation, while ensuring the environmental 
sustainability of energy development programs and projects.27   
 

2. Strategic Objectives and Expected Results for Competitiveness 
 

24. The expected GMS-wide outcome for competitiveness was that the subregion would be 

more competitive, with more integrated markets, production processes, and value chains. 

Enhancing competitiveness (RCI pillar 2) through greater integration in regional and global markets, 
production processes, and value chains is a critical GMS objective. However, these elements were not 
specified in the Strategic Framework, 2012–2022, and competitiveness was implied only broadly 
through improvements in connectivity and the development of economic corridors,28 with the results 
framework having only agriculture and tourism as elements of competitiveness (Figure 1). 
Competitiveness of individual countries has many elements, including institutions, infrastructure, 
macroeconomic frameworks, education and training, and goods and financial markets. For the GMS as 
a region, competitiveness needs to be driven by developing more efficient production processes and 
expanding markets—domestically, regionally, and globally. In operational terms, this requires the 
development of regional supply chains and production networks; attention to product standards, 
quality, and reliability of supply; and policies and programs that improve the capacity of countries to 
participate in supply chains and promote cross-border trade, investment, and tourism. 
 
 

 
22  ADB. 2018. The Ha Noi Action Plan, 2018–2022. Manila. 
23  The GMS Program only presents sectors of cooperation and does not categorize them by the connectivity, competitiveness, 

and community objectives. For purposes of assessing the contributions of ADB to these objectives, the sectors were grouped 
under connectivity, competitiveness, and community, based on their specific objectives and activities, and the corresponding 
ADB RCI pillars 1, 2, 3, and 4.        

24  The GMS Secretariat explained to the IED evaluation team that ADB’s withdrawal from the ICT sector was because the private 
sector was now the main driver in the sector. There was no request from the GMS countries for assistance in this sector. By 
withdrawing from ICT work, ADB could focus its support in sectors where it has a comparative advantage and could therefore 
make a greater impact.    

25  ADB. 2007. GMS Transport Strategy 2006–2015: Coast to Coast and Mountain to Sea: Toward Integrated Mekong Transport 

Systems. Manila; and ADB. 2018. GMS Transport Sector Strategy 2030 Toward a Seamless, Efficient, Reliable, and Sustainable 

GMS Transport System. Manila.   
26  ADB. 2015. The Greater Mekong Subregion Transport and Trade Facilitation Action Program. Manila.   
27  ADB. 2016. Greater Mekong Subregion Energy Sector Assessment, Strategy, and Road Map. Manila. 
28  ADB. 2011. Greater Mekong Subregion Economic Cooperation Program Strategic Framework 2012–2022. Manila. At the Third 

GMS summit, held in 2008 in Vientiane, the Lao PDR, GMS leaders stated that “enhancing competitiveness and accelerating 
our economic and social development process through greater use of improved and expanded connectivity will be the focus 
of our cooperation in the coming years.” (p. 8). 
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25. ADB aimed to support competitiveness through sector programs and activities in 

agriculture, tourism, urban development, and trade and industry, in line with their respective 

sector strategies.
29

 The Ha Noi Action Plan aimed to tighten the elements of competitiveness by adding 
urban development, which was not in the Strategic Framework, 2012–2022, as an integral part of the 
GMS Program. The Core Agriculture Support Program (CASP) Phase II 2011–2015, extended to 2020, 
was superseded by the Strategy for Promoting Safe and Environment-Friendly Agro-based Value Chains 
in the GMS and Siem Reap Action Plan, 2018–2022 (SASRAP).30 SASRAP aimed to build GMS global 
competitiveness by (i) developing harmonized standards, practices, and policies to facilitate production, 
trade, and investment in safe and environmentally-friendly agriculture products (SEAP) value chains; (ii) 
strengthening infrastructure for regionally integrated SEAP value chains; (iii) improving systems for 
generating and sharing knowledge and innovation; and (iv) developing marketing approaches to 
promote the GMS’s reputation as a SEAP global leader. The Tourism Sector Strategy, 2006–2015 aimed 
to develop the GMS as a single tourist destination with tourism products that would enable tourism 
benefits to be distributed more widely. The Tourism Sector Strategy, 2016–2025 emphasized generating 
more tourism revenues through high-quality visitor experiences and longer stays, and distributing 
tourism benefits more widely through the development of secondary destinations.31 The GMS 
Urban Development Strategic Framework, 2015–2022 focused on: (i) planning and development of key 
urban centers; (ii) planning and development of border areas; and (iii) capacity development in urban 
planning and management, and improved institutional coordination.32  
 

3. Strategic Objectives and Expected Results for Community 

 
26. The expected GMS-wide outcome in this area was a subregion with a stronger sense of 

community in jointly addressing common regional social and environmental concerns. This would 
be reflected in more sustainable agricultural production and increased conservation of nature. The 
expected sector-level outputs were (i) science-based regional safety standards; (ii) increased resilience 
of agriculture to climate change; and (iii) strengthened protected area networks (Figure 1). The Strategic 
Framework, 2012–2022 agenda for enhancing community centered on developing human resources, 
protecting the environment, and promoting the sustainable use of shared natural resources in line with 
the objectives of GMS countries and ADB’s RCI pillar 3 in promoting RPGs.33 It was aimed at contributing 
to the realization of the human resource development (HRD) goals of the GMS countries through 
subregional programs that would address capacity building, education and skills development, labor, 
and health issues. For the environment, the main objectives were to ensure that environmental concerns 
were properly integrated into the subregion’s development efforts and adequately addressed in cross-
border initiatives. The Ha Noi Action Plan added mainstreaming of climate resilience and disaster risk 
management in GMS cooperation in environment, in support for increasing and diversifying RPGs. 
 
27. ADB’s operational support for the community agenda focused on HRD, public health, and 

environment in line with the community objectives of Strategic Framework, 2012–2022. The 
Strategic Framework and Action Plan for Human Resource Development in the GMS, 2013–2017 
included: (i) cooperating in technical and vocational education and training (TVET); (ii) collaborating in 
higher education and research; (iii) addressing regional health issues; (iv) facilitating safe cross-border 
labor migration; (v) mitigating social costs in the economic corridors; and (vi) strengthening institutions 

 
29  The GMS Program does not have a sector strategy for trade and industry. GMS projects involving the development of special 

economic zones, border economic zones, investment promotion, and development of small and medium-sized enterprises 
were classified as trade and industry projects based on their objectives and activities, although the GMS Program does not 
have a formal and explicit trade and industry sector. They include multi-sector projects and those that do not fall under 
agriculture, tourism, and urban development.     

30  ADB. 2011. Core Agriculture Support Program Phase II, 2011–2015. Manila; and ADB. 2018. Strategy for Promoting Safe and 

Environment-Friendly Agro-based Value Chains in the Greater Mekong Subregion and Siem Reap Action Plan, 2018–2022. 
Manila. 

31  Mekong Tourism Coordinating Office. 2017. Greater Mekong Subregion Tourism Sector Strategy, 2016–2025. Bangkok.   
32  ADB. 2015. Greater Mekong Urban Development Strategic Framework, 2015–2022. Manila. 
33  In RCI, OP 2016–2020, pillar 4 supported regional public goods. RCI OP-7 reduced the number of priority areas to three and 

pillar 4 became pillar 3 (footnotes 5 and 6).   
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and mechanisms for GMS HRD cooperation.34 The GMS Health Cooperation Strategy, 2019–2023 
focused on (i) improving GMS health system performance in responding to public health threats; 
(ii) strengthening protection for vulnerable communities from the health impacts of regional
integration; and (iii) enhancing human resource capacity to respond to priority health issues in the
GMS.35 The GMS Core Environment Program Strategic Frameworks for 2012–2016 (extended to 2017)
and 2018–2022 aimed to improve biodiversity conservation and climate resilience across the GMS
countries. The Core Environment Program Strategic Framework 2018–2022 finetuned these objectives
by shifting the focus to (i) increasing the adoption of green technologies and sustainable infrastructure
by GMS countries; (ii) increasing investment in the protection of natural resources and ecosystem
services in the GMS; and (iii) improving climate resilience and disaster risk management in GMS sector
investment plans.36 The sector results frameworks in HRD, health, and environment were generally well-
structured, but they lacked baselines and targets for the identified indicators, and there was no system
for monitoring the expected results under the three sector strategies.37

B. ADB-Financed Operations Portfolio, 2012–2020

28. During 2012–2020, ADB financed 58 investment projects (loans and grants) and 57 TA

projects totaling slightly above $8.0 billion, inclusive of about $2.7 billion in cofinancing from 

other development partners.38 Cofinancing represented about one third of the total ADB-financed 
portfolio. It accounted for 44% of the connectivity portfolio, 29% of the community portfolio, and nearly 
9% of the competitiveness portfolio (Table 2). From here on, in this report “total financing” refers to 
ADB and cofinancing combined. 

Table 2: ADB-financed GMS Portfolio by GMS Objectives, 2012–2020
a ($ million) 

GMS 

Objectives

Investment 

Projects
 b

Technical Assistance Total

Cofinancing 

to Total 

Financing 

(%) 

No. 
Total 

Financing No. 
Total 

Financing No. 
ADB 

Financing Cofinancing 
Total 

Financing 

Connectivity 22  5,104.9 21 29.0 43    2,872.3       2,261.6 5,133.9 44.1 

Competitiveness 21  1,923.2 17 54.6 39    1,802.5          175.3 1,977.8 8.9 

Community 14     913.1 19 51.7 33       682.8           282.1    964.9 29.2 
Total 58 7,941.2 57 135.3 115   5,357.6  2,719.0 8,076.6 33.7 

ADB = Asian Development Bank, GMS = Greater Mekong Subregion, No. = number of projects. 
a Additional and supplementary financing are combined with financing for the original project. The count and the amount 
reflect the year the original project was approved.  
b Includes loans and grants only.  
Source: Greater Mekong Subregion portfolio database (http://www.greatermekong.org/projects/project-list); data supplemented 
with project information from ADB eOps online database. Data as of 31 December 2020. 

34  ADB. 2013. Strategic Framework and Action Plan for Human Resource Development in the Greater Mekong Subregion, 2013–

2017. Manila. The approach in (i) and (ii) is not to support higher education or TVET projects per se, but to strive toward 
harmonizing skills standards, curricula, faculty exchanges, and joint research. Support for labor migration is concerned with 
safe cross-border migration and not integrated labor markets. Higher education and TVET are grouped together with health. 
Regional education and health services are listed as one of the operational approaches in RPG under ADB's RCI OP-7, hence 
HRD is classified under the community agenda. 

35  ADB. 2019. Greater Mekong Subregion Health Cooperation Strategy, 2019–2023. Manila. Recognizing the important role of 
health cooperation in the GMS Program, the 22nd GMS Ministerial Conference held in Ha Noi, Viet Nam on 18–20 September 
2017 endorsed the creation of a new GMS working group on health cooperation and the development of a GMS Health 
Cooperation Strategy. 

36  ADB. 2015. Greater Mekong Subregion Core Environment Program and Biodiversity Conservation Corridors Initiative: Program

Framework Document, 2012–2016. Manila; and ADB. 2017. Greater Mekong Subregion Core Environment Program Strategic

Framework and Action Plan, 2018–2022. Manila. The Core Environment Program has been implemented in the GMS since 
2006. It uses a phased approach involving a pilot phase (2006–2011), a scaling up phase (2012–2017), and a consolidation 
phase (2018–2022).  

37  Sector results frameworks are presented with an assessment of achievements in Chapter 3, Section C. 
38  Thirty-three development partners cofinanced ADB operations. The largest cofinancier was the Japan International 

Cooperation Agency, followed by the Export-Import Bank of Korea, KfW Bankengruppe, and Government of Australia. 

http://www.greatermekong.org/projects/project-list
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29. In 2020, ADB also provided $2 billion to support GMS countries to tackle the COVID-19 

pandemic. This included a support for Cambodia ($250 million, approved in June 2020), Myanmar 
($250 million, approved in August 2020), and Thailand ($1.5 billion, approved in June 2020).39 These 
were provided as budget support for health measures to combat the spread of COVID-19, social 
assistance for affected people, and economic stimulus for hard-hit small businesses, under the ADB 
Countercyclical Support Facility COVID-19 pandemic response option.40 They were tagged RCI and 
counted as GMS Program interventions. However, they were not discussed in GMS working groups and 
were not part of the GMS investment framework. Due to the special purposes and crisis nature of these 
projects, they were not included in the total financing of the GMS Program reviewed in this evaluation 
and the discussions henceforth focused on the main portfolio ($8 billion) financed through the RIF 
during 2012–2020.  
 

30. Overall, investment projects accounted for 98% of the total financing, with TA making up 

the balance. Support for connectivity dominated (37% of projects, 64% of financing), followed by 
competitiveness (34% of projects, 24% of financing), and community (29% of projects, 12% of 
financing). Key portfolio statistics are in Appendix 4, while a complete list of projects is in Linked 
Document 1. 
 

31. ADB financed about 55% of projects and 10% of total financing planned in the RIF, 2013–

2020. This represented about 88% of projects and 15% of the total actual financing (Table 3). The 
total ADB GMS portfolio comprised about 26% of all projects and 30% of total ADB programs in GMS 
member countries (excluding the PRC country program, the Nam Ngiep Hydropower Project in Lao PDR, 
and regional TA). The share of the ADB GMS portfolio in the ADB country program was about 5% in 
Thailand, 26% in Cambodia, 32% in Myanmar, 38% in Viet Nam, and 39% in Lao PDR.41  
 

Table 3: ADB GMS Portfolio Size Relative to Planned, Actual, and ADB Country Programs  

2012–2020
a 

Operations Portfolio 

No. of Projects 

Financing  

($ million) Overall 

Investment  
Projects TA 

Investment 
Projects TA 

No. of 
Projects 

Financing  
($ million)  

ADB GMS portfolio 58 57 7,941.2 135.3 115 8,076.5 
RIF planned financing  125 85 77,922.3 333.5 210 78,255.8 

GMS actual financing  80 51 55,403.2 184.7 131 55,587.9 

GMS country programsb 161 241 18,335.4 467.3 402 18,802.7 

ADB GMS Portfolio Relative to       

RIF planned financing (%) 46.4 67.1 10.2 40.6 54.8 10.3 

GMS actual financing (%) 72.5 111.8 14.3 73.3 87.8 14.5 
GMS country programs (%)b 36.0 23.7 43.3 29.0 28.6 43.0 
ADB = Asian Development Bank, GMS = Greater Mekong Subregion, RIF = Regional Investment Framework, TA = technical 
assistance. 
a ADB financing includes cofinancing.  
b Excludes PRC portfolio, the Nam Ngiep Hydropower Project in Lao PDR (ADB financing of $144 million and private sector 

financing of $838 million), and regional TA projects shared by several countries. 
Source: Greater Mekong Subregion (GMS) portfolio database (http://www.greatermekong.org/projects/project-list); data 
supplemented with project information from ADB eOps online database. Data of Regional Investment Framework planned 
financing and GMS overall financing provided by GMS Secretariat. Data as of 31 December 2020.  
 

 
39  ADB. 2020. Report and Recommendation of the President to the Board of Directors. Proposed Countercyclical Support Facility 

Loan Kingdom of Cambodia: COVID-19 Active Response and Expenditure Support Program. Manila; ADB. 2020. Report and 

Recommendation of the President to the Board of Directors. Proposed Countercyclical Support Facility Loan Republic of the 

Union of Myanmar: COVID-19 Active Response and Expenditure Support Program. Manila; ADB. 2020. Report and 

Recommendation of the President to the Board of Directors. Proposed Countercyclical Support Facility Loans Kingdom of 

Thailand: COVID-19 Active Response and Expenditure Support Program. Manila. 
40  ADB. 2020. Policy Paper. ADB’s Comprehensive Response to the COVID-19 Pandemic. Manila. 
41  The balance was financed by governments, other financial institutions, and the private sector.   

http://www.greatermekong.org/projects/project-list


16 ADB Support for the Greater Mekong Subregion Program, 2012–2020: Performance and Results 

 

   
 

32. Following approval rates that averaged seven investments and eight TA projects per year during 
2012–2018, approvals dropped significantly to three investment and eight TA projects in the last 2 years 
(2019–2020) of the evaluation period (Figure 2).42

 

 

Figure 2: ADB Annual Support for GMS Program, 2012–2020  

(Number of Projects and Amount) 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 

 
ADB = Asian Development Bank, GMS = Greater Mekong Subregion, N = number of projects. 
Source: Independent Evaluation Department Greater Mekong Subregion Operations Database, 2012–2020. Financing includes 
cofinancing.  

 

33. The portfolio’s other salient features include:  
(i) Of the six countries, Viet Nam had the largest portfolio ($2.8 billion, 35% of total ADB 

GMS financing), followed by Myanmar ($1.6 billion, 19%), Lao PDR ($1.4 billion, 18%), 
PRC ($1.3 billion, 16%), Cambodia ($781 million, 10%), and Thailand ($101 million, 1%).  

(ii) ADB supported the GMS Program in nine sectors.43 Transport was by far largest sector 
supported with 18 investment projects and nine TA projects totaling $4.1 billion, about 
24% of all projects and 51% of the total financing in ADB GMS portfolio. 

(iii) ADB financing focused on infrastructure, which accounted for about 66% of projects 
and  85% of ADB financing. 

(iv) ADB GMS operations were financed predominantly as project financing (48 out of 58 
investment projects, 83%), with only three multitranche financing facilities (MFFs), one 
results-based lending (RBL) operation, and no policy-based lending (PBL). There was only 
one nonsovereign operation (NSO).44 
 

C. Summary 

 

34. ADB support for the GMS Program was anchored on the overall objectives of the GMS 

Program as reflected in the Strategic Framework, 2012–2022 and the specific objectives of the 

GMS sector strategies covering connectivity, competitiveness, and community. These sector 
strategies translated the broad objectives of the Strategic Framework, 2012–2022 into sector-level 
frameworks and action plans, with sector outputs and outcomes. ADB support aimed to help achieve 

 
42  Historically, Viet Nam has accounted for about 50% of GMS projects. The drop in ADB financing in 2019–2020 largely resulted 

from significantly lower borrowing from Viet Nam after the country moved to the ordinary capital resources-only group and 
took steps to contain its public debt in 2019. 

43  The nine sectors are: (i) agriculture, natural resources and rural development; (ii) education; (iii) energy; (iv) finance; (v) health; 
(vi) trade and industry; (vii) public sector management; (viii) transport; and (ix) water and other urban infrastructure and 
services. 

44  The Nam Ngiep Hydropower Project in Lao PDR, with ADB financing $144 million and a private sector consortium financing 
$838 million. 
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the expected sector outputs and outcomes designed to lead to the realization of the GMS objectives as 
shown in the theory of change in Chapter 1.   
 

35. During 2012–2020, the ADB GMS portfolio amounted to slightly over $8.0 billion, inclusive 

of $2.7 billion in cofinancing. Overall, ADB financed about 50% of the projects (including both 
investment and TA projects) and 10% of the total financing planned in the RIF, 2013–2020. This was 
about 88% of the projects and 15% of actual financing provided. The ADB GMS portfolio accounted for 
about 31% of total ADB financing in GMS member countries (excluding the PRC country program, the 
Nam Ngiep Hydropower Project in Lao PDR, and RETA projects), with the share ranging from about 5% 
in Thailand to 39% in Lao PDR. 
 
36. By both the number of projects and financing volume, the largest support was for 

connectivity, followed by competitiveness, and then community. ADB supported nine sectors, with 
transport being the largest, accounting for about 24% of projects and 51% of total financing. Support 
for hard infrastructure comprised 66% of projects and 85% of financing. ADB operations were financed 
predominantly as project financing (83% of projects), with no policy lending to support reform. There 
was only one NSO. 

 
37. Among the six countries, Viet Nam had the largest portfolio at $2.8 billion, about 35%, while 
Thailand received only about $100 million, less than 1% of the ADB GMS portfolio. 
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Highlights 

 
ADB operational support for connectivity has helped improve physical links (especially roads) within the GMS, 
but it made less progress on the support policies and institutions needed to increase cross-border trade, 
investment, and labor migration.  
 
ADB support made some contributions to making the subregion more competitive through integrated markets, 
production processes, and value chains, particularly in tourism and urban development along the GMS economic 
corridors. Most GMS competitiveness indicators either did not improve or improved slightly between 2012 and 
2020. 
 
ADB support for community made a significant contribution in the health sector, especially to communicable 
disease control. The ongoing GMS health projects enabled a rapid ADB response to the coronavirus disease 
(COVID-19) pandemic. 
 
ADB support for the environment made some contribution to addressing environmental issues in the GMS 
overall, through its support for GMS biodiversity conservation corridors, flood and drought risk management, 
and assistance to strengthen environmental planning and management.  
 
Among the six expected outcomes of the Strategic Framework, 2012–2022, ADB’s financing for the GMS 
significantly contributed to increases in cross-border road passengers, road freight volumes, and intra-regional 
tourism. It made moderate contributions to sustainable agricultural production, nature conservation, and safe 
labor migration.  

 
38. This chapter assessed the extent to which ADB support contributed to achieving the objectives 
of the GMS Program during the evaluation period, following the results chain presented in the theory 
of change in Chapter 1. The assessment was based on a review of project documents, supplemented by 
in-depth case project assessments; feedback and perceptions collected during the virtual country 
missions and interviews with government agencies, project executing and implementing agencies, ADB 
staff; and beneficiary focus group discussions. The performance of ADB-financed operations was 
assessed in terms of their strategic relevance and alignment with Strategic Framework 2012–2022 and 
the sector strategies, the soundness of their results frameworks, sector composition, financing level, 
instruments used, and project performance. The development results were assessed, to the extent data 
allowed, in terms of the likelihood of achievement of expected outcomes of Strategic Framework, 2012–
2022 and the sector strategies, and the likely contributions to the relevant GMS-wide progress made 
along the RCI indicators recommended in RCI OP 2016–2020, RCI OP-7, and the ADB Corporate Results 
Framework, 2019–2024 (for more detail, see Appendix 3). 
 

A. ADB-Financed Operations for Connectivity 

 
1.  ADB Connectivity Portfolio Performance  

 
39.  Transport dominated ADB’s connectivity operations portfolio, comprising 82% of 

investment projects (66% if TA projects are included) and nearly 80% of the amount. During 2012–
2020, ADB provided financing of $2.9 billion and mobilized about $2.3 billion in cofinancing for 22 
investment projects and 21 TA projects to support transport, TTF, and energy (Table 4). ADB supported 
only one energy investment project which was also the lone private sector funded project in the entire 
ADB GMS operations portfolio. ADB provided no support for ICT, although some aspects of ICT such as 
digitization were in some projects. These projects were not reflected in Table 4 as it presents the 
portfolio by primary sector.45 Investment projects accounted for almost all financing, with TA projects 
about 0.5%, mostly project preparatory technical assistance (PPTA). ADB financing covered about 40% 

 
45  According to the GMS Secretariat, ADB phased out its involvement in ICT in 2011, as the private sector is very active in the 

sector, and there had been no request from the GMS countries for ADB to support any dedicated ICT project. The projects 
with an ICT component are: (i) Implementing the Greater Mekong Subregion Core Agriculture Support Program (Phase 2); (ii) 
Guangxi Regional Cooperation and Integration Promotion Investment Program - Tranche 1; and (iii) Fourth Greater Mekong 
Subregion Corridor Towns Development Project.  
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of the projects and 7% of total financing planned in RIF, 2013–2020. Among the six GMS member 
countries, Viet Nam had the highest share of financing (over 40%), followed by Myanmar (25%), Lao 
PDR (20%), PRC and Cambodia (about 5% each), and Thailand, less than 2%. Cofinancing accounted for 
about 44% of the total portfolio: 85% for energy, 35% for transport, and 16% for TTF. Only one project 
(the Nam Ngiep Hydropower Project in Lao PDR) was cofinanced by the private sector. Of the 22 ADB-
financed investment projects, 20 were provided using the standard project financing facility, one was 
an MFF loan, and one was a nonsovereign loan.  
 

Table 4: ADB-Financed Connectivity Operations Portfolio, 2012–2020 

Sector 

Number of Projects Financing ($ million) Share of Total (%) 

ADB Financing as % 

of  

RIF Planned Financing 

IP TA Total IP TA Total 
No. of 

Projects Financing 
No. of 

Projects Financing 

Transport 18 9 27 4,076.9  12.4  4,089.3  65.9 79.7 34.2 6.2 
TTF 3 8 9 46.0  10.1  56.1  22.0 1.1 137.5 58.4 
Energy 1 4 5 982.0  6.6  988.6  12.2 19.3 33.3 24.4 
ICT  - - - - - -  - - - - 
Total 22 21 41 5,104.9  29.0  5,133.9  100 100 39.1 7.3 
ADB = Asian Development Bank, ICT = information and communications technology, IP = investment project, No. = number, RIF 

= Regional Investment Framework, TA = technical assistance, TTF = transport and trade facilitation  

Source: Independent Evaluation Department Greater Mekong Subregion operations portfolio database. 

 

40. The evaluation reviewed 22 investment and 21 TA projects and found them to be relevant 

and well aligned with the Strategic Framework, 2012–2022, the sector strategies, and ADB’s RCI 

priorities.
46 However, although projects were generally well-designed in terms of the financing modality 

and implementation arrangements, most did not clearly state how they would help advance RCI 
objectives and did not adequately justify their RCI project classification. The rationale for the choice of 
road sections was not clearly indicated, as most of the roads rehabilitated were in good condition prior 
to rehabilitation. Stakeholders interviewed for this evaluation observed that GMS programs and projects 
were well aligned with national and sector priorities, and well-designed.47 The key findings of the 
assessment of the transport sector operations portfolio, particularly of the road projects in the portfolio, 
are summarized in Box 4, with more details in Appendix 5.  
 

Box 4: Key Findings of the Assessment of the Transport Operations Portfolio 

 

The assessment of the GMS transport sector strategies and the ADB-financed operations portfolio during 2012–
2020 found the following: 

  

• The objectives of the GMS Transport Sector Strategies are relevant to the GMS Program, and they address 

emerging needs to achieve enhanced, efficient, reliable, and sustainable transport connectivity.  

• The GMS transport sector strategies logically set a set of performance indicators, but there are shortcomings 

in the monitoring system because (i) there are no targets for each indicator; and (ii) lack of timely, consistent, 

and comprehensive transport and trade statistics in the GMS makes it difficult to obtain quantitative data on 

the outcomes and impact of transport projects.  

• ADB support in the transport sector is likely to connect 19.2 million residents to the GMS Economic Corridor 

network along the project sites, reduce transport costs, including the costs of vehicle operations and road 

maintenance, and improve economic efficiency. 

• The GMS Program shifted from an engineering-based to a consensus-based pipeline, but it weakened clear 

justification of project priority and monitoring. 
 

ADB = Asian Development Bank, GMS = Greater Mekong Subregion, RCI = regional cooperation and integration. 

Source:  Independent Evaluation Department evaluation team and ADB. 2018. Assessment of Greater Mekong Subregion 

Economic Corridors. Manila. 

 
46  GMS projects, including country-specific TA projects, are provided and implemented nationally as part of ADB’s country 

assistance program under the country partnership strategies (CPS) of the GMS countries. They are also aligned with the ADB 
CPS for the concerned country.   

47  These include national coordinators, sector agencies, and project staff of GMS countries. 
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41. Project implementation delays were common in connectivity investment projects. During 
2012–2020, connectivity investment projects had on average about one extension and a delay of 12 
months in closing (Figure 3).48 This was 4 months less than the non-GMS projects approved during the 
same period and 20 months shorter than GMS projects approved during 2009–2011. On average, the 
GMS connectivity investment projects took 36 months from concept approval to signing, compared 
with 32 months for non-GMS connectivity projects, and about 10 months for GMS projects approved 
during 2009–2011. The principal causes of delays were prolonged government procedures, land 
acquisition and resettlement issues, and the weak implementation capacity of the contractors or the 
executing agency.49 An assessment of ongoing mature investment projects and case projects found that, 
as of the end of 2020, the COVID-19 pandemic had not had a substantial impact on their 
implementation. At that time, most of the major physical components had already been completed and 
projects were nearing completion. Projects involving civil works established health protocols to ensure 
continued safe working environments in the project sites, e.g., in Cambodia, COVID-19 guidelines and 
advice from ADB were incorporated into a project’s health and safety plan to support ongoing civil 
works. However, start-up activities of newly approved projects experienced delays due to the lockdowns 
and travel restrictions that were imposed in response to the COVID-19 pandemic. 
 

 
GMS = Greater Mekong Subregion. 
Note: n = number of projects. The numbers are for GMS 2009–2011, GMS 2012–2020, and non-GMS 2012–2020, respectively.  
Source: Independent Evaluation Department Greater Mekong Subregion operations portfolio database, 2009–2020. 

 
42. All the completed connectivity projects were assessed successful or highly successful and 

achieved their expected outputs and outcomes, while most of the ongoing mature projects are 

on track and likely to achieve their expected outputs and outcomes.
50 The three completed 

investment projects were self-assessed successful and were validated as highly successful or successful. 
On the TA side, eight completed TA projects were self-assessed highly successful or successful. Only one 

 
48   Six of the 18 ongoing investment projects have elapsed times ranging from 112% to 191% of their original implementation 

periods, while four of the eight ongoing TA projects have elapsed times ranging from 148% to 242%. 
49  The GMS Kunming-Haiphong Transport Corridor Noi Bai-Lao Cai Highway Project is an example of a project that encountered 

significant delays that required an extension of 5 years. These delays were caused by initial delays mainly in loan effectiveness, 
rebidding of the consulting services, land acquisition and resettlement issues, procurement delays in civil works contracts, 
design changes, and poor performance of contractors.  

50  Two mature investment projects were assessed to be less likely to achieve the expected results: (i) Economic Corridor Eindu to 
Kawkareik Road Improvement Project in Myanmar (ADB’s internal regulations requiring it to withhold disbursements or 
contract awards have halted all physical works); and (ii) Greater Mekong Subregion Ben Luc-Long Thanh Expressway Project- 
Tranche 2 (the government’s assessment of Viet Nam Expressway Corporation’s financial capacity has been prolonged and 
has delayed the government’s request for ADB’s approval of minor changes in the project scope).   
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TA completion report was validated and rated the TA project successful (Appendix 4, Table A4.5). In 
transport, the two completed investment projects and the two completed TA projects achieved their 
target outputs and outcomes, while the 10 ongoing mature investment and three ongoing mature TA 
projects are likely to achieve their target outputs and outcomes. In TTF, the completed investment 
project and the five completed TA projects achieved their target outputs and outcomes. The ongoing 
mature investment project on sanitary and phytosanitary handling is likely to achieve its target outputs 
and outcomes. In energy, the investment project and TA projects (one completed and rated successful 

and three mature) have or are likely to achieve their target outputs and outcomes.  
 
43. While individual projects were generally successful with many sector outputs being 

achieved, the ADB-financed connectivity operations portfolio is less likely to achieve most of the 

expected outcomes at the sector level, as these require a much larger scope and magnitude of 

interventions and longer timeframes to be realized. Of the 19 sector outputs, nine were assessed as 
likely to be achieved and 10 as less likely (Table 5, with a detailed assessment in Appendix 6, Table A6.1). 
More specifically, ADB support in the transport sector is likely to achieve three outputs (completion of 
the GMS transport corridor network with high-quality roads, sustainable road transport along the 
economic corridors, and synergy within the GMS transport system) but less likely to achieve four 
(including two major outputs involving cross-border transport facilitation and complementary use of 
multimodal transport). ADB support for TTF is likely to achieve four of the 10 target outputs. It is 
acknowledged that TTF, including implementation of the CBTA is complex and difficult, but ADB support 
in this area during the evaluation period was not sufficient to achieve most of the expected sector 
outcomes. Those less likely to be achieved include expanded and streamlined exchange of traffic rights, 
improved customs transit systems and border procedures, coordinated border management, 
development of a regional trade and logistics strategy, and an enhanced sanitary and phytosanitary 

(SPS) regime in GMS trade. ADB support for energy is likely to achieve the outputs of increased 
government capacity for developing an environmentally sustainable power sector and increased 
exchange of power among GMS countries. In terms of sector outcomes, one of the five target sector 
outcomes—safe, reliable, and sustainable transport along the economic corridors—is likely to be 
achieved; the remaining four (efficient movement of people, goods, and vehicles along the corridors; 
coordinated border management; improved transit procedures; and enhanced access to energy of all 
sectors and communities in the GMS) are less likely to be achieved as ADB is a small player in the GMS 
power sector. Box 5 highlights major sector outputs of the ADB connectivity portfolio.  

 

Table 5: Likely Achievement of Connectivity Sector Outputs and Outcomes 

Sector 

Sector Outputs Sector Outcomes 

Likely Less Likely Likely Less Likely 

Transport 3 4 1 1 
Transport and trade facilitation 4 6 0 2 
Energy 2 0 0 1 
Total 9 10 1 4 

                         Source: Independent Evaluation Department evaluation team assessment. 
   
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



Performance and Development Results of ADB-Financed Operations Portfolio 23 
 

   

 

Box 5: Major Sector Outputs of the ADB-financed Connectivity Operations Portfolio 

 

Transport. Completion of the GMS transport corridor network, and high-quality and well-maintained roads in 
place, with 3,300 km of roads to be constructed and/or rehabilitated (ADB support is likely to connect 19.2 
million residents to the GMS economic corridor network along the project sites, and to reduce the costs of vehicle 
operation and road maintenance); organization and operation of the GMS Railway Association; and synergy in 
the GMS transport system exploited through continuing close cooperation and coordination among the GMS 
transport agencies in the development of the GMS transport network.a     
 

Transport and Trade Facilitation (TTF). “Early Harvest” Program of the CBTA was adopted and implemented. 
Traffic rights exchange expanded through extension of the corridors covered under CBTA, which has been signed 
by four out of six GMS countries; additional traffic rights exchanged under Myanmar-Thailand initial 
implementation of CBTA and/or Early Harvest Program with quota of 50 permits per country (the GMS traffic 
rights exchange is more advanced than ASEAN’s similar agreement which until now has not entered into force);  
single stop inspection in Lao Bao (VN)- Dansavanh (Lao PDR) enhanced, and MOU on Savannakhet (Lao PDR)- 
Mukdahan (Thailand) finalized;  GMS Freight Transport Association is established and operational.b The legal and 
regulatory framework for TTF has improved, and training workshops and meetings on TTF have been held. 
Training on the Association of Southeast Asian Nations customs transit system has been conducted for 
Cambodia, Lao PDR, Myanmar, and Viet Nam.c   
 

Energy. ADB support helped lay the groundwork for interconnecting the GMS power systems and developing a 
GMS power market through the organization and operations of the Regional Power Trade Coordination 
Committee. This led to the preparation of performance standards and regulatory frameworks for multi-country 
power trade and drafting of GMS regional grid codes, and increased number of member countries participating 
in cross-border power trade from 14 cross-border lines (with total traded capacity of 4,030 MW) in 2012 to 19 
(with total trade capacity of 8,870 MW) in 2020. ADB also helped increase governments’ capacity for developing 
an environmentally sustainable power sector, specifically in applying integrated resource planning with strategic 
environmental assessments in their power development programs, and in improving regulations, policies, and 
programs for renewable energy and efficiency.d   
 

ADB = Asian Development Bank, ASEAN = Association of Southeast Asian Nations, CBTA = Cross-border Transport Facilitation 
Agreement. GMS = Greater Mekong Subregion, MOU = memorandum of understanding, SPS=sanitary and phytosanitary, 
TTF=transport and trade facilitation. 
a ADB. 2014. Initial Review of the Greater Mekong Subregion Transport Strategy 2006-2015. Manila; and ADB. GMS Transport 

Sector Strategy 2030. Manila. 
b http://www.gms-cbta.org/gms-freight-transport-association 
c IED. 2020.  Technical Assistance Completion Report Validation: Support for Implementing the Action Plan for Transport and 

Trade Facilitation in the Greater Mekong Subregion. Manila: ADB. 
d ADB. Technical Assistance Report: Integrated Resource Planning with Strategic Environmental Assessment for Sustainable 

Power Sector Development in the Greater Mekong Subregion. Manila. 
Source: Independent Evaluation Department evaluation team compilation. 

 
44. In assessing the ADB-financed connectivity operations portfolio, the evaluation identified the 
following issues:    

(i) Projects focused almost exclusively on physical infrastructure. Investment projects 
were provided almost entirely to improve road infrastructure (18 projects) and offered 
limited support for TTF policies and institutions (three projects), including support for 
the implementation of the GMS Cross-border Transport Facilitation Agreement (CBTA). 
The CBTA needs to be implemented more effectively if the GMS countries are to obtain 
the full benefits from improved infrastructure in terms of increased cross-border flows 
of trade, investment, and tourism, as was expected in the Strategic Framework, 2012–
2022.51 The GMS trade facilitation working group is inactive. The heavy focus on 
infrastructure was also highlighted by previous independent evaluations of the GMS 
Program (footnote 11) and the midterm review of the Strategic Framework, 2012–2022 
(footnote 22). 

 
51  The possible scope for increasing TTF support can be gleaned from the approach being taken in the South Asia Subregional 

Economic Cooperation (SASEC) Program. ADB financing has amounted to $69 million for a regional (Bangladesh–Bhutan–
Nepal) and a country-specific (Nepal) trade facilitation program since 2012. In contrast, total financial support for the 
implementation of the GMS TTF-Action Plan amounted to $6.37 million. See ADB. 2019. Borders Without Barriers: Facilitating 

Trade in SASEC Countries. Manila. 

http://www.gms-cbta.org/gms-freight-transport-association
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(ii) Justifications for transport projects. The selection and prioritization of transport 
projects in the RIF was weakened when ADB shifted from a technical and engineering-
based to a consensus-based approach.52 Justifications for road sections in the reports 
and recommendations of the President were weak, and often did not indicate or clarify 
how such roads would strengthen RCI. For GMS highways development, the rationale 
for selecting which specific roads sections to support was not clear, since around 90% 
of the GMS highways supported were already in a good condition.53  

(iii) Investments in the broader transport sector were limited. There were few or no 
interventions to improve links with South Asia,54 to promote the development of 
logistics and multimodal transport links, or to improve the effectiveness of road safety 
measures. 

(iv) Transport and trade facilitation (TTF) measures will be needed in the post-

pandemic period. Transport and trade facilitation is critical if the logistical bottlenecks 
that disrupt supply chains and cause shortages of vital supplies are to be avoided. 
During the pandemic, new border measures were introduced, which led to delayed 
release of goods. The capacity of border agencies to implement these new border 
measures is limited. Transport operators need the timely information on new 
regulations and processes to ensure business continuity and facilitate safe cross-border 
trade.  

(v) Support for energy cooperation heavily focused on electric power. ADB continued 
to support sustainable and renewable energy, but its support for the energy sector 
through an integrated approach to sustainable energy security, productivity, and 
efficiency, including policy and institutional support for energy cooperation among 
member countries, was not sufficient to meet objectives. The last meeting of the 
Subregional Energy Forum was in 2011. 

  
2.  Development Results: To What Extent Has ADB Support Enhanced Regional 

Connectivity? 

 

45. ADB operational support for connectivity has enhanced GMS physical links, especially 

roads, but less progress has been made on the necessary support policies and institutions to 

increase cross-border flows of investment and labor migration with reduced human trafficking. 

ADB’s support in the transport sector is likely to achieve the expected sector results: completion of the 
GMS economic corridor network with high-quality road subsector infrastructure, and sustainable road 
transport along the economic corridors. The most important improvements in the GMS are the 
significant increases in cross-border traffic: numbers of road passengers and freight volume on roads 
almost doubled during 2010–2018 (Table 6). This growth is likely to be the result of the improved GMS 
road network to which ADB made a significant financing contribution. However, while the overall 
foreign direct investment (FDI) improved to some extent, ADB’s contribution to this is likely restrained 
as its support to improve the investment climate under the GMS Program was limited. Labor migration 
stayed unchanged or marginally increased across GMS countries. ADB support for TTF made only a small 
contribution to increasing cross-border flows of trade, investment, and labor in the GMS. ADB support 
was not sufficient to effectively address the non-physical aspects of connectivity (policy, regulations, 
institutions, processes) that are necessary to increase these flows.   
 
 
 
 
 

 
52  The initial list of projects was based on specific transport planning guidelines and criteria. Subsequently, the selection of 

projects was carried out more in a consultative process among the GMS countries. The planning guidelines provided were 
either not applied or not followed uniformly. See ADB. 2016. Initial Review of the Greater Mekong Subregion Transport Sector 

Strategy 2006–2015. Manila. 
53  ADB. 2018. Assessment of Greater Mekong Subregion Economic Corridors. Manila and the Independent Evaluation 

Department evaluation team. 
54  https://www.adb.org/sites/default/files/publication/159321/adbi-connecting-south-asia-southeast-asia-interim-report.pdf  

https://www.adb.org/sites/default/files/publication/159321/adbi-connecting-south-asia-southeast-asia-interim-report.pdf
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Table 6: Progress in Regional Connectivity Outcomes and ADB Contributions
 

Strategic Framework, 

2012–2022 

Expected Outcomes Regional Progress, 2010–2020 ADB Contributions 

Increased cross-border 
flows: traffic, 
investment, labor 
migration with reduced 
human trafficking 

Traffic: road and rail passengers 
doubled, and road freight volumes 
almost doubled, but rail freight volumes 
decreased (Appendix 1, Table A1.2). 

 
Investment: intra-GMS FDI inflows 
tripled but other FDI decreased and the 
overall FDI inflows marginally increased 
(Appendix 1, Table A1.3). 

 
Labor migration: stayed unchanged or 
marginally increased across GMS 
countries (Appendix 1, Table A1.3). 

Significant. ADB has helped improve 
physical connectivity.  
 
 
 
Less significant. Investment flows depend 
on many factors, with ADB interventions 
playing only a minor role. 
 
 
Less significant. The rate of labor migration 
depends on many factors, most of which 
ADB had little or no influence. 

Increased use of energy 
by all sectors and 
communities 

Increased significantly: per-capita 
electricity consumption increased by 
about 40% (Appendix 1, Table A1.2).    

Less significant. ADB is a small player in the 
GMS electric power system. ADB did not 
make any significant investment to 
improve GMS energy supply during the 
evaluation period. 

Increased access to 
information and 
communications 

Significantly improved: internet 
connection increased five-fold and the 
number of cell phone subscriptions 
increased by about 60% (Appendix 1, 
Table A1.2). 

No contribution. ADB phased out its 
support for this sector in 2011. 

ADB = Asian Development Bank, FDI = foreign direct investment, GMS = Greater Mekong Subregion, SF = strategic framework. 
Sources: ADB. Asia Regional Integration Center Database. https://aric.adb.org/database/integration; GMS Statistical Database. 
https://www.greatermekong.org/stats; GMS Secretariat. Macro Data; World Bank. World Development Indicators Database. 
https://databank.worldbank.org 

 
46. ADB support helped to establish the initial institutional mechanisms for GMS railway 

development, although it made no further investment in the rail subsector following the two 

major railway projects in Cambodia and Viet Nam, which were approved in 2006 and completed 

in 2016. ADB took initial steps toward the development of a GMS rail network, with the establishment 
of the GMS Railway Association in 2014. The association is expected to promote policy dialogue and 
cooperation to address key barriers to building an interconnected GMS rail network with common 
technical standards and appropriate regulatory regimes. Over 2010–2018, the number of rail passengers 
increased, but this was mostly driven by increases in Myanmar and Guangxi, PRC. Rail freight volumes 
decreased. At present, GMS railway development needs more investment, including by private sector 
involvement, to enable the rail sector to be profitable and sustainable and expand its role in the GMS 
transport network. Financing railway projects can be challenging and takes time. It must be noted that 
there are many railway investment projects funded by the PRC helping to link railways across the GMS.   
 

47. ADB support helped lay the groundwork for interconnecting the GMS power systems and 

developing a regional power market, and one investment project was supported. ADB’s assistance 
has advanced efforts to harmonize the power systems in the subregion to increase regional electricity 
trading. These efforts have involved the formulation and adoption of the necessary regulatory and 
pricing measures to facilitate trade. ADB support helped in strengthening the institutional mechanisms 
and arrangements for power interconnection and power trade in the GMS with the establishment of 
the Regional Power Trade Coordination Committee on regulations, performance standards, and grid 
codes. There have been significant increases in per-capita electricity consumption. However, since ADB 
is a small player in the GMS power system, and it has not made a significant investment in improving 
energy supply in the GMS, its contribution to this improvement was likely not significant.55 

 
55  While ADB is a small player in the GMS electric power system, ADB’s innovative financing structure (not only cross-border 

hydro but also solar and wind projects) has been widely replicated in projects (which ADB was not involved) in the GMS 
countries (e.g., Thailand, Viet Nam).  

https://aric.adb.org/database/integration
https://www.greatermekong.org/stats
https://databank.worldbank.org/
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48. There have been significant increases in access to ICT during 2010–2018 driven by private 

sector investment. Internet connection in the GMS increased five-fold and numbers of cell phone 
subscriptions increased by about 60%—a significant improvement that was due to technological 
changes and private sector investment. ADB phased out its involvement in this sector in 2011. 

 

B. ADB-Financed Operations for Competitiveness  

 

 1. ADB Competitiveness Portfolio Performance 

 

49. Urban development received the largest share of financing in the competitiveness 

portfolio, at about 32%, followed by agriculture and trade and industry at 29% each, and tourism 

at 10%. During 2012–2020, ADB provided financing of $1.8 billion and mobilized about $175 million 
in cofinancing for 22 investment projects and 17 TA projects to support competitiveness. Investment 
projects accounted for 97% of total financing, with TA projects accounting for the balance (Table 7). 
Nearly two-thirds of TA financing consisted of policy, advisory, and capacity building TAs, reflecting the 
efforts taken to address the software aspects of the competitiveness agenda. ADB support covered half 
of the planned projects in the RIF and financed almost 31% of the total planned RIF financing. Of the 
six GMS member countries, PRC had the largest share of financing (28.4%), followed by Cambodia 
(22.4%), Viet Nam (21.8%), Lao PDR (16.4%), Myanmar (8.5%), and Thailand (0%). Cofinancing 
amounted to 8.9% of the competitiveness portfolio, with agriculture receiving the most (65%), followed 
by urban development (27%), trade and industry (7%), and tourism (1%). Of the 22 ADB-financed 
investment projects related to competitiveness, 16 were provided as project loans; four were sector 
loans, and two were MFF loans. About a half of the TA resources provided were PPTA projects.  

 

Table 7: ADB-Financed GMS Competitiveness Operations Portfolio, 2012–2020 

Sector 

Number of 

Projects Financing ($ million) Share of Total (%) 

ADB Financing as % 

of RIF Planned 

Financing 

IP TA Total IP TA Total 
No. of 

Projects Financing 
No. of 

Projects Financing 

Agriculture 6 4 10 546.0 28.9 574.9 25.6 29.1 45.4 28.3 
Tourism 4 5 9 185.0 6.5 191.5 23.1 9.7 28.1 12.0 
Trade and industry 3 5 8 560.0 14.8 574.8 20.5 29.1 80.0 28.5 
Urban development 9 3 12 632.3 4.4 636.6 30.8 32.2 100.0 75.9 
Total 22 17 39 1,923.3 54.5 1,977.8 100.0 100.0 51.3 30.5 
ADB = Asian Development Bank, IP = investment project, No. = number, RIF = Regional Investment Framework, TA = technical 
assistance. 
Source: Independent Evaluation Department Greater Mekong Subregion operations portfolio database.  

 

50. The evaluation reviewed 22 investment projects and 17 TA projects and found them to be 

generally relevant and well aligned with the Strategic Framework, 2012–2022 and the sector 

strategies.
56 The projects were well-designed in terms of their objectives, financing modality, 

implementation arrangements, expected outputs and outcomes, and their design and monitoring 
frameworks. Stakeholders interviewed during the virtual country missions for this evaluation observed 
that GMS programs and projects were well aligned with national and sector priorities and were well-
designed.57  
 

51. Project implementation delays were common in investment projects in the 

competitiveness operations portfolio. During 2012–2020, the competitiveness investment projects 
had average closing delays of about 10 months (Figure 4). This was similar to the closing delays of non-
GMS projects during the same period, but much shorter than the closing delays of 44 months for GMS 
projects approved in 2009–2011. GMS projects in 2012–2020 required 22 months from concept 
approval to project approval, shorter than the 25 months in the case of non-GMS projects approved 

 
56  GMS projects, including country-specific TA projects, are provided and implemented nationally as part of the ADB country 

assistance program under the CPS of the GMS countries. They are also aligned with the ADB CPS for the concerned country.   
57  Respondents included the national coordinators, sector agency officials, and project staff of GMS countries. 
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during the same period, but almost three times the 8 months required by GMS projects in 2009–2011. 
Delays in the competitiveness portfolio were caused mostly by initial start-up delays, land acquisition 
and resettlement issues, as in the tourism project in Viet Nam,58 weak implementation capacity of the 
contractor and/or the executing agency, and delays in preparing safeguard documents There was a 
temporary work stoppage in April–June 2020 due to the COVID-19 pandemic, which meant that many 
capacity building activities had to be postponed due to restrictions in international travel that affected 
the fielding of consultants. 
 
52. Completed competitiveness TA projects had high success rates, and most of the ongoing 

mature investment projects are likely to achieve their expected outputs and outcomes. None of 
the investment projects has been completed. Seven of the nine completed TA projects were successful 
based on their self-assessments. Two of the TA projects were independently assessed and were also 
found to be successful. All TA projects in agriculture and tourism were assessed successful while the 
success rate for trade and industry was 66.7% (Appendix 4, Table A4.5). All but two of the ongoing 
mature investment projects (one in agriculture, one in trade and industry, three in tourism, and six in 
urban development) are likely to achieve their expected outputs and outcomes within their current 
implementation timelines and levels of financing.59 Box 6 shows the major outputs likely to be achieved 
by the competitiveness operations portfolio. 
 

 
GMS = Greater Mekong Subregion. 
Note: n = number of projects. The numbers are for GMS 2009–2011, GMS 2012–2020, and non-GMS 2012–2020, respectively.  
Source: Independent Evaluation Department Greater Mekong Subregion operations portfolio database, 2009–2020. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
58  The delay in the GMS Tourism for Inclusive Growth in Viet Nam, Project was caused by land acquisition and resettlement 

issues, which required the Prime Minister’s approval for the conversion of natural forest for transport purposes in some project 
areas.   

59  These are (i) the Second Corridor Towns Development Project in Cambodia (the government asked for a major project 
component to be terminated due to difficulties in identifying a suitable site for landfill in Sihanoukville and weak institutional 
and staff implementation capacity); and (ii) the Guangxi Regional Cooperation and Integration Promotion Investment Program 
(progress in the civil works for the Longbang smart port was slow and the financial intermediation loan component 
underperformed). 
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Figure 4: Performance of ADB Competitiveness Investment Projects
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Box 6: Likely Major Outputs of the Competitiveness Operations Portfolio  

 

Agriculture. Likely to deliver the following outputs: improved agricultural infrastructure, including farm roads, 
irrigation systems, post-harvest facilities, quality, and safety testing facilities in key agricultural areas in 
Cambodia, Lao PDR, Myanmar, and Viet Nam; and improved systems for sharing and disseminating knowledge 
on value chains for safe and environmentally friendly products.    
 

Trade and Industry:  Design and establishment of the Mekong Business Initiative as a fully functional mechanism 
to address cross-cutting private sector issues of regional strategic importance; helped enhance regional and 
national public–private dialogue platforms focusing on private sector development (PSD) and innovation issues, 
and strengthen regional and national public–private dialogue platforms focusing on PSD and innovation issues.a      
 

Tourism.  Likely to deliver the following outputs: upgrading of access roads, improvement to flood protection, 
construction of passenger piers, and rehabilitation of green space and walkways in tourist sites in secondary 
tourist destinations in Cambodia, the Lao PDR, and Viet Nam; tourism human resources developed, especially in 
implementing hotel and homestay standards, improving destination management and service quality, and 
preventing the negative social and environmental impacts of tourism.  
 

Urban development. Likely to deliver the following outputs: priority urban infrastructure investments 
implemented, e.g., urban roads, water supply and sanitation; and urban planning and management 
strengthened in key urban centers along the GMS economic corridors.  
 
GMS = Greater Mekong Subregion, Lao PDR = Lao People’s Democratic Republic, PSD = private sector development. 
a ADB. 2021. Completion Report: Mekong Business Initiative. Manila; and IED. 2021. Technical Assistance Completion Report 

Validation. Mekong Business Initiative. Manila: ADB.   
Source: Independent Evaluation Department evaluation team.  

 
53. The competitiveness operations portfolio was generally successful at the project level. This 
evaluation found that the ADB-financed competitiveness operations portfolio is likely to achieve 12 of 
the 18 expected sector outputs and five of the six expected sector outcomes (Table 8, with a detailed 
assessment in Appendix 6, Table A6.2). ADB support for agriculture is likely to achieve the outputs of 
strengthened infrastructure,60 improved systems for disseminating knowledge on safe and 
environmentally friendly agriculture products (SEAP) value chains, harmonized standards, practices, and 
policies to facilitate production, trade, and investment in SEAP value chains, but less likely to achieve 
marketing approaches to promote the GMS as a SEAP global leader. The two expected outcomes in 
agriculture (GMS farmers and their organizations, and small and medium-sized agro-enterprises benefit 
from access to higher value markets; and GMS consumers benefit from access to safer food products) 
are likely to be achieved as ADB investment and TA projects in the sector are expected to help realize 
these sector outcomes. In tourism, the expected outputs likely to be achieved include tourism 
infrastructure improved, and tourism human resources developed, and visitor experiences and services 
enhanced.61 Less likely to be achieved is subregional travel facilitated. The expected outcome of more 
competitive, balanced, and sustainable GMS destinations is likely to be achieved.62 In urban 
development, the expected outputs likely to be achieved include key urban centers in economic corridors 
identified and infrastructure in GMS corridor towns upgraded. The expected outputs not likely to be 
achieved include those on private sector participation and synergy with other GMS sectors. The expected 
outcomes of improved planning and development of key urban centers, and enhanced capacity for 
urban planning and management are likely to be achieved, but the expected outcome of improved 
planning and development of border areas is less likely to be achieved, as the number of border areas 
covered by ADB-financed projects is limited. 
 

 
60  Examples include irrigation systems, farm roads, postharvest facilities, quality and safety testing facilities for SEAP value chains. 
61  Tourism infrastructure includes access roads, passenger piers, green space, and walkways in tourist sites. Priorities in human 

resource development in tourism include capacity in implementing hotel and home stay standards, destination management, 
and preventing the negative social and environmental impact of tourism. 

62  The target outcome of increasing tourism receipts in the three ongoing tourism projects is considered less likely due to 
uncertainties brought about by the COVID-19 pandemic. In all three ongoing projects, tourism receipts in the project sites 
have already exceeded the target levels in 2018, but the number of arrivals was severely impacted by lockdowns and travel 
restrictions in 2020. Nevertheless, the outlook remains positive for swift recovery of the tourism sector once the situation is 
normalized, and the projects are expected to enhance the competitiveness of secondary tourism destinations in the GMS.  
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Table 8: Likely Achievement of Competitiveness Sector Outputs and Outcomes   

Sector
 a
 

Outputs Outcomes 

Likely Less Likely Likely Less Likely 

Agriculture 3 1 2 0 
Tourism 4 1 1 0 
Urban development 5 4 2 1 
Total 12 6 5 1 
a The table does not include trade and industry because there were no specified outputs and 

outcomes in this sector.  
Source: Independent Evaluation Department evaluation team. 

                                                

54. In assessing the ADB-financed competitiveness operations portfolio, the evaluation identified 
the following issues: 

(i) Strategic Framework, 2012–2022 lacked any specific objectives for 

competitiveness. Unlike the objectives for connectivity and community, which were 
well defined, the objectives for competitiveness were not. 

(ii) Strategic directions and guidance for supporting trade and industry were 

lacking.
63  Projects involving trade and industry were identified and pursued without 

the benefit of an overall strategy for the sector, which could have helped in project 
identification and prioritization.64 There were only three recently approved projects in 
trade and industry, with two (the first and second tranches of an MFF) involving 
relending to small and medium-sized enterprises (SMEs) in Guangxi, PRC, and one 
involving border economic zone development in Yunnan, PRC. The GMS subregional 
investment working group, which is supposed to be setting strategic directions, is 
inactive.   

(iii) Private sector participation has been weak in trade and industry. Compared to 
agriculture and tourism, efforts to increase private sector participation in trade and 
industry were lacking.65 Since the private sector is the principal engine of growth in 
trade and industry, more participation by private companies is needed.    

(iv) The interface among the sectors in the competitiveness operations portfolio, and 

between them and the other sectors in the GMS Program is still weak. Although 
intersectoral meetings have been organized by the working group on urban 
development to facilitate exchange and flow of information. The midterm review of the 
Strategic Framework, 2012–2022 noted that the institutional mechanisms for 
multisector and spatial coordination remained underdeveloped.  

(v) Commitment was not always clear and consistent across participating countries. 

This was especially true in the case of smaller participating countries in regional TA 
projects or projects that involve sensitive settings such as the development of cross-
border economic zones. This issue was also identified in the IED evaluation of the RCI 
Fund.66 

 

2. Development Results: To What Extent Has ADB Support Enhanced Regional 

Competitiveness? 

 

55. Overall, ADB’s operational support for competitiveness made some contributions toward 

achieving the GMS objective of making the subregion more competitive with integrated markets, 

production processes, and value chains. The ADB-supported competitiveness operations portfolio is 

 
63  The GMS Program does not have a formal trade and industry sector and therefore, does not have a strategic framework in 

this sector.  
64  ADB will continue to support trade in the GMS. With regional free trade agreements set for implementation, ADB is conducting 

a scoping study on GMS cooperation on trade and investment to deepen and provide leadership to trade and investment 
cooperation in the GMS. 

65  The Mekong Tourism Innovation Project, which involved significant private sector participation, was rated highly successful.  
ADB. 2019. Technical Assistance Completion Report: Mekong Tourism Innovation. Manila. The GMS Core Agriculture Support 
Program Phase II (2012–2019) and associated investments helped in catalyzing private sector participation, e.g., involving 
Food Industry Association Asia to strengthen capacities of public sector laboratories across the GMS, launch of the GMS SEAP 
Pavilion in 2017—the first subregional trade fair with 35 agribusinesses and 2220 agri-food products).  

66  IED. 2020. Performance Evaluation Report. Regional Cooperation and Integration Fund, 2007–2019. Manila: ADB. 
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likely to achieve the following outputs: infrastructure for agricultural value chains strengthened, 
secondary tourist destinations developed, and key urban infrastructure in major urban centers along the 
GMS economic corridors provided and upgraded. However, ADB operations are less likely to make a 
significant impact on GMS competitiveness in terms of more integrated markets, production processes, 
and value chains, which require a greater range and magnitude of interventions, as well as a longer 
time to be achieved. Progress against key regional competitiveness indicators is shown in Table 9 
together with the likely ADB contribution. Because of the lack of indicators for competitiveness in the 
Strategic Framework, 2012–2022, the evaluation used proxy progress indicators for regional 
competitiveness, which were matched against ADB support, recognizing they are affected by many 
factors, with the GMS Program playing only a minor role. The use of these indicators, especially the 
global competitiveness index needs to be qualified, as the index is made up of a large number of 
variables and may not reflect the trends in indicators that are the most important for the GMS countries 
or not addressed in the ADB operations.67 Nevertheless, they suggest general, overall trends of the GMS 
market. The GMS global competitiveness index remained substantially unchanged during 2017–2020. 
Foreign direct investment inflows were also affected by many factors at the national, regional, and 
global levels, with the GMS Program similarly not playing a significant role.  
 

Table 9: Progress in Regional Competitiveness Outcomes and ADB Contributions 

Key Outcome Indicators Regional Progress, 2010–2020
a

 ADB Contributions 

1. Overall global 
competitiveness index, 
2010–2017 

Stayed unchanged at 4.2 during 
2010-2017, with no improvement 
in basic requirements, efficiency 
enhancers, and innovation and 
sophistication.   

Less significant. This index is affected by 
many factors, with the GMS Program 
playing a minor role.  

2. Overall global 
competitiveness index, 
2018–2019 

Marginally improved from 59 
(2018) to 60 (2019), with slight 
improvements in enabling 
environment, human capital, 
markets, and innovation 
ecosystem.  

Less significant. This index is affected by 
many factors, with the GMS Program 
playing a minor role.  

3. Tourism indicators Significantly improved during 
2010-2019, with intra-GMS 
tourists increasing by about five 
times, global visitors by three 
times, tourism receipts by three 
times, and intra-GMS tourism 
exchange by almost four times.  

Significant. Partly reflecting improved GMS 
connectivity and mobility of people in the 
GMS and effective efforts in promoting the 
GMS as a single tourist destination. 

4. Foreign direct investment Net flows of FDI as a percentage 
of GDP slightly improved from 4.3 
(2010) to 4.5 (2019). Intra-GMS 
FDI inflows increased about three-
fold, but global FDI inflows 
declined between 2010 and 2019. 

Less significant. FDI is affected by many 
factors, with the GMS Program playing a 
minor role. 

ADB = Asian Development Bank, GDP = gross domestic product, FDI = foreign direct investment. 
a For more details, refer to Appendix 1, Table A1.3.  
Sources: ADB. Asia Regional Integration Center Database. https://aric.adb.org/database/integration; GMS Statistical Database. 
https://www.greatermekong.org/stats; GMS Secretariat. Macro Data; World Bank. World Development Indicators Database. 
https://databank.worldbank.org. 
 

 
67  The global competitive index used from 2010 to 2017 was a composite index consisting of (i) basic requirements (institutions, 

infrastructure, macroeconomic environment, and health and primary education); (ii) efficiency enhancers (higher education 
and training, goods market efficiency, labor market efficiency, financial market development, technological readiness, and 
market size); and (iii) innovation and sophistication factors (business sophistication and innovation). It is measured in a scale 
of 1 to 7, where 1 = worst and 7 = best. In 2018, it changed to comprise (i) enabling environment (institutions, infrastructure, 
ICT adoption, and macroeconomic stability); (ii) human capital (health and skills); (iii) markets (product market, labor market, 
financial system, and market size); and (iv) innovation ecosystem (business dynamism and innovation capability). It is 
measured in a scale of 0 to 100, where 0 = worst and 100 = optimal. World Economic Forum. 2018. The Global 

Competitiveness Report. Geneva. 

https://aric.adb.org/database/integration
https://www.greatermekong.org/stats
https://databank.worldbank.org/
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56. ADB operational support for tourism has helped to promote the GMS as a single tourist 

destination and to develop secondary tourist destinations. The strong ownership of tourism 
programs, effective support by the Mekong Tourism Coordinating Office, and the active participation 
of the private sector enabled ADB’s operational support to contribute significantly to increasing the 
competitiveness of the GMS tourism sector (Table 9). All the tourism indicators improved substantially 
between 2010 and 2019, with the number of intra-GMS tourists increasing more than five times, the 
number of world tourist arrivals in GMS counties increasing nearly three times, and intra-GMS tourism 
exchange nearly quadrupling. To a certain extent, this reflects improvements in GMS connectivity and 
greater mobility of people in the GMS countries, as well as successful efforts to promote the GMS as a 
single tourist destination.        

 

57. ADB operational support in urban development has helped to improve the 

competitiveness of major urban centers along the GMS economic corridors. The urban 
development operations portfolio has the largest number of investment projects, with nine in the 
Southern Economic Corridor. These projects have helped to improve the urban infrastructure and 
services and to enhance the ability of the urban centers to attract and absorb investments. ADB support 
has also helped to improve urban planning and management, which are important for sustainable urban 
development in the GMS.  

 
58. ADB operational support for agriculture is helping improve GMS competitiveness through 

improved agricultural infrastructure and increased agricultural productivity in project areas, but 

the overall contribution of these operations toward GMS competitiveness has been restrained. 

Considering the substantial size of the agriculture sector in GMS countries, the narrow scope and 
geographical coverage of ADB interventions has restrained their contribution to regional 
competitiveness overall.  

 
59. ADB support for trade and industry made a small contribution to improving GMS 

competitiveness overall. Because of the absence of a suitable strategic framework, the trade and 
industry portfolio lacked a clear direction. There are three ongoing investment projects in trade and 
industry, which involve investment promotion and SME lending in Guangxi, PRC, and border economic 
zone development in Yunnan, PRC.68      
 

C. ADB-Financed Operations for Community  

 
 1. ADB Community Portfolio Performance 

 
60. Education and training had the least number of projects in the community portfolio but 

the largest share of financing. In contrast, health and environment had the greatest number of 
projects but lower shares of financing. During 2012–2020, ADB provided $683 million and mobilized 
$282 million of cofinancing (total $964.9 million) for 14 investment projects and 19 TA projects (Table 
10) to support community efforts. Investment projects accounted for 95% of total financing, with TA 
projects the balance. Of the 19 TA projects provided, 15 were policy, advisory, and capacity building 
TAs, which were crucial in complementing the investment projects in advancing the community agenda. 
ADB support covered more projects (33) than planned in the RIF, 2013–2020 (24) but financed only 
about 65% of total planned RIF financing. Among the six member countries, the PRC received the largest 
share of financing (46.8%), followed by Viet Nam (26.4%), Lao PDR (9.3%), Cambodia (8%), Myanmar 
(4.4%), and Thailand (less than 1%). In terms of the number of projects, Lao PDR and Viet Nam had the 
largest share (18% each), followed by Cambodia (12%), the PRC (9%), Myanmar (6%), and Thailand 
(3%). Community projects generated cofinancing that represented 29.2% of total financing, with the 
largest amounts coming in education and training (44.4%), followed by the environment (34.5%), and 
health (5.1%). TA projects (60% of which received cofinancing) outperformed investment projects 
(27%). Most of ADB’s support for the community agenda was provided through the project financing 

 
68  ADB. 2016. Guangxi Regional Cooperation and Integration Promotion Investment Program. Manila and ADB. 2018. Yunnan 

Lincang Border Economic Cooperation Zone Development Project. Manila.  
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modality, with one RBL project and one sector development program loan. Only three of the 21 TA 
projects were PPTAs, with the rest being capacity building, policy advisory, and research and 
development.  
 

Table 10: ADB-Financed GMS Community Operations Portfolio, 2012–2020 

Sector 

Number of Projects Financing ($ million) Share of Total (%) 

ADB Financing as % of 

RIF Planned Financing 

IP TA Total IP TA Total 
No. of 

Projects Financing 
No. of 

Projects Financing 

HRD 1 3 4 450.0 4.1 454.1 12.1 47.1 Included in Health 
Health 5 8 13 158.0 29.0 187.0 39.4 19.4 144.4 27.6 
Environment 8 5 13 305.1 10.9 316.0 39.4 32.8 86.7 39.4 
RCI 
coordination 

0 3 3 0.0 7.8 7.8 9.1 0.8 … … 

Total 14 19 33 913.1 51.7 964.9 100.0 100.0 137.5 65.1 
… = not available, ADB = Asian Development Bank, GMS = Greater Mekong Subregion, HRD = human resource development,  
IP = investment project, No. = number, RIF = Regional Investment Framework, RCI = regional cooperation and integration, TA 
= technical assistance. 
Note: Human resource development includes education and training. 
Source: Independent Evaluation Department Greater Mekong Subregion operations portfolio database. 

 
61. The 14 investment projects and 19 TA projects reviewed were found to have been relevant 

and well aligned with the Strategic Framework, 2012–2022, the sector strategies, and ADB’s RCI 

priorities.
69 Projects were generally well-designed in terms of their objectives, the choice of financing 

modality, and their implementation arrangements. However, many projects were designed at the 
regional level but implemented country-by-country, often resulting in lack of transboundary 
coordination and cooperation (Box 7). Respondents interviewed during the stakeholder consultations 
conducted for the evaluation observed that GMS programs and projects were well aligned with national 
and sector priorities, and well-designed.70  
 

Box 7: Greater Mekong Subregion Flood and Drought Risk Management and Mitigation Project: 

Lao PDR and Viet Nam 

 

The expected impact of the project was reduced economic losses resulting from floods and droughts in Lao PDR 
and Viet Nam. The outcome was improved capacity and preparedness to manage and mitigate the impacts of 
flood and drought events. The outputs included: (i) enhanced regional data, information, and knowledge base 
for the management of floods and droughts, (ii) upgraded water management infrastructure, (iii) enhanced 
capacity for community-based disaster risk management; and (iv) effective project implementation. 
 

The project represents half of the larger regional Flood and Drought Risk Management and Mitigation Project, 
with the Cambodia project representing the other half. As with the Cambodia project, this project mainly involves 
physical investments. Community-based disaster risk management and activities were implemented 
independently in the Lao PDR and Viet Nam. Transboundary aspects were missing in the project design, in 
contrast to the Cambodia project, where an action plan for disaster risk management was negotiated by 
Cambodia and Viet Nam. No similar action plan was negotiated by the Lao PDR and Viet Nam. There were also 
no relevant indicators in the DMF to measure regional outcomes or the impacts of the project. 
 
DMF = design and monitoring framework, Lao PDR = Lao People’s Democratic Republic. 
Source:  Case project assessments, Independent Evaluation Department evaluation team. 

 
62. Some community projects have been delayed, but most are on schedule. During 2012–
2020, the community investment projects were delayed by an average of about 8 months (Figure 5). 
This was about 2 months longer than the non-GMS projects approved during the same period, but 9 
months shorter than the GMS projects approved during 2009–2021. The GMS community investment 
projects took 42 months from concept approval to signing, much longer than the non-GMS community 

 
69  Greater Mekong Subregion projects, including country-specific TA projects, are provided and implemented nationally as part 

of ADB’s country assistance program under the CPS of the GMS countries. They are also aligned with ADB’s CPS for the 
concerned country.   

70  Respondents included the national coordinators, sector agency officials, and project staff of GMS countries. 
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projects (23 months) and the GMS projects approved during 2009–2011 (9 months). The GMS 
community projects took around 17 months from approval to first disbursement, longer than non-GMS 
projects (8 months) and GMS projects approved in 2009–2011 (10 months). Delays in the community 
operations portfolio were caused mostly by long-start-up delays and prolonged government procedures, 
including delays in approving resettlement plans and the transfer of land from private to public 
ownership. The prolonged lockdown and related measures due to the COVID-19 pandemic also affected 
project activities during the first half of 2021, especially capacity building activities due to restrictions 
on international travel which affected consultant mobilization.   
 

 
GMS = Greater Mekong Subregion. 
Note: n = number of projects. The numbers are for GMS 2009–2011, GMS 2012–2020, and non-GMS 2012–2020, respectively.  
Source: Independent Evaluation Department Greater Mekong Subregion operations portfolio database, 2009–2020. 

 

 

63. Completed community projects that have been self-assessed and independently evaluated 

had high success rates and achieved their expected outputs and outcomes, while ongoing mature 

projects are likely to achieve their expected outputs and outcomes. The four completed investment 
projects were rated by their project completion reports (PCRs) successful or highly successful. Three of 
these were independently evaluated and rated successful or highly successful. On the TA side, six of the 
eight completed projects were rated by their TCRs successful or highly successful. Two of the completed 
TA projects were independently evaluated, with one rated successful, and the other less than 

successful.71 All the ongoing mature investment projects (three in environment and one in health) are 
likely to achieve their expected outputs and outcomes. The major outputs of the community operations 
portfolio are shown in Box 8. 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
71  IED. 2018. Performance Evaluation Report: Core Environment Program and Biodiversity Conservation Corridors Initiative in 

the Greater Mekong Subregion. Manila: ADB.  
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Box 8: Major Outputs of the Community Operations Portfolio 

 

Human resource development (education and training). (i) GMS government officials acquire knowledge 
and develop skills in subregional strategies, planning, and projects (18 training programs conducted); (ii) high-
quality research on priority development issues made available to GMS civil servants (publication of the Journal 

for Greater Mekong Subregion Development Studies); (iii) knowledge acquisition, dissemination, and 
networking on GMS cooperation improved (establishment of learning resource centers in Phnom Penh, 
Cambodia and Vientiane, Lao People’s Democratic Republic (Lao PDR) and six Leaders Networking for 
Knowledge alumni events).a  

 

Health. (i) Enhanced regional communicable disease control systems through improved capacity for regional 
cooperation, expanded surveillance and response systems, and targeted support for emerging infectious 
diseases; (ii) improved disease control along borders and economic corridors through the development of model 
healthy villages in isolated and poor border areas; improved capacity for communicable disease control among 
provincial staff through a sustainable training system, and establishment of a provincial training management 
system in Cambodia, Lao PDR, and Viet Nam; (iii) strengthened planning and management capacity at national, 
provincial, and district levels for HIV/AIDS prevention and control in the Lao PDR and Viet Nam; (iv) enhanced 
capacity to provide quality and accessible services to people vulnerable to HIV transmission; and (v) improved 
access to HIV prevention outreach among target populations in communities and cross-border areas.a    

 

Environment. Improved environmental planning and management practices in key sectors, including strategic 
environmental assessments, environmental performance assessments, and environmental safeguards. A major 
achievement under the TA (Phase 1) was the creation of seven biodiversity conservation corridors in Cambodia, 
Lao PDR, and Viet Nam.b  

 
GMS = Greater Mekong Subregion, Lao PDR = Lao People’s Democratic Republic, TA = technical assistance. 
a ADB. 2015. Project Completion Report: Greater Mekong Subregion Phnom Penh Plan for Development Management Phase 

V. Manila. 
b ADB. 2019. Project Completion Report; Second Greater Mekong Subregion Regional Communicable Diseases Control Project. 

Manila; and ADB. 2020. Project Completion Report: Lao People's Democratic Republic and Viet Nam: Greater Mekong 

Subregion Capacity Building for HIV/AIDS Prevention. Manila; IED. 2020. Performance Evaluation Report: Core Environment 

Program and Biodiversity Conservation Corridors Initiative in the Greater Mekong Subregion. Manila: ADB. 
Source: Independent Evaluation Department evaluation team compilation. 

 

64. Excluding HRD, the community operations portfolio was generally successful at the 

project level, and likely to deliver the expected outcomes at the sector level as well. The portfolio 
is likely to achieve five of 15 expected sector outputs, and four of 10 expected sector outcomes (Table 
11 with a detailed assessment in Appendix 6, Table A6.3). Excluding HRD (education and training), which 
did not achieve any sector output and did not specify sector outcomes, six of the nine sector outputs 
are likely to be achieved, and all four sector outcomes are likely to be achieved. Specifically, ADB support 
for health is likely to achieve four expected sector outputs, particularly cooperation between the health 
systems of GMS countries strengthened, and less likely to achieve two sector outputs, including financial 
accessibility of health services for migrant workers ensured. It is likely to achieve the three expected 
outcomes of GMS health cooperation. ADB support for the environment is likely to achieve one expected 
sector output: climate resilience and disaster risk management strategies incorporated in GMS sector 
investment plans. The other two sector outputs (green technologies and sustainable infrastructure 
adopted by the GMS countries, and investment in natural resources and ecosystem services increased) 
were less likely to be achieved as they covered a wide field and involve many institutions, while ADB 
support was relatively small. It is likely to achieve the expected sector outcome of an environmentally 
friendly and climate-resilient GMS Program.72    
 

 

 

 

 

 

 
72  ADB. 2020. Technical Assistance Completion Report: Core Environment Program and Biodiversity Conservation Corridors 

Initiative in the Greater Mekong Subregion (Phase 2). Manila.  
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Table 11: Likely Achievement of Community Sector Outputs and Outcomes 

Sector 

Outputs Outcomes 

Likely Less Likely Likely Less Likely 

Human resource development (education and training) 0 6 0 6 a 
Health 5 1 3 0 
Environment 1 2 1 0 
Total 6 9 4 6 
a No outcomes were specified in the HRD strategic framework. It was assumed that each output had a 
corresponding outcome.  
Source: Independent Evaluation Department evaluation team. 

  

65. In assessing the ADB-financed community operations portfolio, the evaluation identified the 
following issues: 

(i) GMS cooperation in HRD lacked strategic direction. A revised and updated strategic 
framework for HRD was not prepared to succeed the Strategic Framework and Action 
Plan for Human Resource Development in the Greater Mekong Subregion, 2013–2017. 
Some refinements in HRD operational priorities were adopted in the Ha Noi Action Plan, 
but, except in health, there was no strategic framework to guide GMS cooperation in 
the other components of HRD: education and TVET, and safe labor migration.73  

(ii) The community operations portfolio was too small to achieve development results 

at the level of regional outcomes. The portfolio accounted for 12% of financing and 
29% of the number of projects in the ADB portfolio, smaller than both connectivity and 
competitiveness. Sustained financing of projects in the community operations portfolio 
is needed if ADB is to fully achieve the expected outputs and outcomes of its community 
operations, particularly due to the long-term character of the development issues being 
addressed. 
  

2.  Development Results: To What Extent Has ADB Support Enhanced Regional 

Community? 

 
66. ADB’s community operations made significant contributions in the health sector. ADB 
support is likely to achieve the outcomes of improved performance of the GMS health system in 
responding to acute public health threats, strengthened protection of vulnerable communities from the 
health impacts of regional integration, and enhanced human resource capacity for responding to health 
issues in the GMS. Between 2010 and 2020, the number of malaria and tuberculosis cases, and incidence 
of HIV/AIDS in the GMS declined significantly (Table 12). The support provided by ADB’s operations 
directly addressed the health issues concerning these diseases. 
 

Table 12: Progress in Regional Community Outcomes and ADB Contributions
 

Strategic Framework, 2012–2022 

Expected Outcomes Regional Progress, 2010–2020
a

 ADB Contributions 

Health   

• Improved GMS health system 
performance in responding to 
acute public health threats 

• Strengthened protection for 
vulnerable communities from 
the health impacts of regional 
integration 

• Enhanced leadership and human 
resource capacity for responding 

• Tuberculosis cases declined by 30% (per 
100,000 population); malaria cases 
declined almost fourfold (per 1,000 
population at risk). 

• HIV/AIDS incidence declined slightly (per 
1,000 uninfected population) in GMS 
countries. 

 

Likely significant. ADB has 
conducted a series of 
interventions in 
communicable disease 
control, HIV/AIDS 
prevention and control, and 
health security. 
 
 
 

 
73  ADB. 2018. The Ha Noi Action Plan 2018–2022. Appendix: The Ha Noi Action Plan 2018–2022 Sector Operational Priorities. 

Manila. A corollary issue is the role of ADB in regional cooperation in education, TVET, and labor migration, as ADB does not 
have a distinct comparative advantage in regional cooperation in these areas (as it does in health and environment). Other 
institutions, including ASEAN and the International Labour Organization (ILO), are leading regional cooperation initiatives in 
these areas.    
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Strategic Framework, 2012–2022 

Expected Outcomes Regional Progress, 2010–2020
a

 ADB Contributions 

to priority health issues in the 
GMS. 

 

Environment   

Increased conservation of nature • Deforestation (loss of forest coverage) by 
country ranged from less than 1% (Lao 
PDR, Myanmar, and Thailand) to 3% 
(Cambodia) annually. PRC and Viet Nam, 
by contrast, had a slight annual increase 
of 0.93% and 0.90%, respectively, in their 
forest area.  

• Forest areas increased slightly. 
• Carbon dioxide emissions in metric 

tons per capita increased (12%); The 
average GMS carbon dioxide emissions 
(kilo per PPP $ of GDP) did not change 

(0.3). 
• Environmental performance index declined 

by 35%. 
• No increase in water stress level  
• Terrestrial and marine protected areas as 

percentage of territorial area maintained 

Less significant. ADB 
support was insufficient to 
make a significant impact 
on the conservation of 
nature across the GMS, 
considering the complexity, 
scope, and scale of issues 
being addressed. 

ADB = Asian Development Bank, GMS = Greater Mekong Subregion. 
a For more details, refer to Appendix 1, Table A1.4.  
Sources: ADB. Various Years. Basic Statistics. Manila; Food and Agriculture Organization. 2020. Global Forest Resources 

Assessment. Rome; World Bank. World Development Indicators Database (for the indicators on communicable diseases, natural 
resource management, and education). https://databank.worldbank.org; World Wildlife Fund. 2013. Ecosystems in the Great 

Mekong. Gland; Yale Center for Environmental Law and Policy. 2010 and 2020. Environmental Performance Index. New Haven. 

 
67. The existing networks that were formed during the ongoing GMS health projects enabled 

ADB to respond rapidly to the COVID-19 pandemic. This included an additional grant of $2 million, 
approved by ADB on 7 February 2020, for the ongoing TA project supporting health cooperation in the 
GMS. This aimed to strengthen health systems’ resilience and their capacity for epidemic response and 
to support the procurement of diagnostic and laboratory equipment for rapid testing to help combat 
the COVID-19 outbreak. ADB also reprogrammed resources under the ongoing GMS Regional Health 
Security Project in Cambodia, Lao PDR, Myanmar, and Viet Nam to support those countries’ COVID-19 
response programs. The project is working with national health authorities to strengthen public health 
security mechanisms, including surveillance and outbreak response, laboratory quality and biosafety, 
and health services access. ADB is providing an additional $20 million to Lao PDR to supplement the 
original project, especially in border areas, and is in discussions with Myanmar and Cambodia on their 
needs.74 Respondents to the stakeholder survey conducted for this evaluation expressed their 
appreciation of ADB’s rapid response, including the provision of policy advice and recommendations via 
online meetings and conferences, and the preparation of the GMS COVID-19 Response and Recovery 
Plan, 2021–2023.75   
 
68. ADB’s operations portfolio in environment achieved some progress, but its overall 

contribution to addressing environmental issues across the GMS is still reserved, as these issues 

are complex and take time to resolve. As shown in Table 12, most environmental indicators in the 
GMS did not show improvement. ADB’s operations portfolio in environment has been reserved due to 
the lack of demand from the governments to borrow and invest in environment operations. Most parts 

 
74  As a result of these early actions, the GMS Program has supported the delivery of $270,000 for thermal scanners for border 

screening in Cambodia; $860,000 for thermal scanners, personal protective equipment (PPE), real-time polymerase chain 
reaction (PCR) machines, and infrared thermometers in Lao PDR; $6.6 million for thermal scanners, PPE, laboratory equipment, 
and intensive care unit (ICU) respiratory ventilators in Myanmar; and $500,000 to support emergency response activities of 
provinces in Viet Nam.  

75  The plan was discussed at the 24th GMS Ministerial Conference in November 2020 and approved in September 2021. Available 
at: Greater Mekong Subregion COVID-19 Response and Recovery Plan 2021–2023 | Greater Mekong Subregion (GMS)). 

https://databank.worldbank.org/
https://www.adb.org/projects/51151-001/main#project-pds
https://www.adb.org/projects/51151-001/main#project-pds
https://www.adb.org/projects/48118-002/main#project-pds
https://www.adb.org/projects/48118-002/main#project-pds
https://greatermekong.org/sites/default/files/MC24/Session%202.%20GMS%20Strategies%20and%20Plans%20(GMS-2030%20and%20COVID-19%20Plan)_3%20Nov%202020_rev.pdf
https://greatermekong.org/sites/default/files/MC24/Session%202.%20GMS%20Strategies%20and%20Plans%20(GMS-2030%20and%20COVID-19%20Plan)_3%20Nov%202020_rev.pdf
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of the GMS still lack basic infrastructure, and countries prioritize this over investing directly to improve 
environmental quality. ADB therefore focused first on mainstreaming environmental considerations in 
investments in sectors such as transport, energy, agriculture, and tourism. Along this line, ADB helped 
to improve environmental planning and management practices in key sectors, including strategic 
environmental assessments, environmental performance assessments, and environmental safeguards. 
ADB also helped to establish and designate seven biodiversity conservation corridors in Cambodia, the 
Lao PDR, and Viet Nam. These interventions are expected to serve as the building blocks for environment-
focused investments such as those on biodiversity, pollution control, and waste management in the 
future.   
 
69. ADB support for HRD made a minor contribution to education and training and labor 

migration with reduced human trafficking in the GMS. Due to the absence of an updated and revised 
strategic framework, the HRD operations portfolio lacked clear directions. There was only one ongoing 
TVET project in education and training, with all TA projects having been closed. While ADB participated 
in an International Organization for Migration led initiative for labor migration,76 there was no ADB 
operational support for safe cross-border labor migration. 
 

D. Overall Performance and Development Results  

 

70. Completed projects have had high success rates. From January 2012 to June 2021, seven 
completed investment projects were self-assessed (six were subsequently validated), and 24 completed 
TA projects were self-assessed (five were validated).77 All seven investment projects were self-assessed 
successful, and six were rated successful in their project validation reports (PVRs).78 Of the 24 TA projects 
with completion reports, 21 were assessed highly successful or successful. Of the five technical 
assistance completion reports (TCRs) that were validated, four were assessed successful or highly 

successful. The other one (on the core environment program) was adjusted from successful to less than 

successful (Table 13).79 More detailed data can be found in Appendix 4, Table A4.5, while the full list of 
completed and evaluated projects is in Linked Document 2. For comparison, Appendix 4, Table A4.6 
provides ADB-wide and non-GMS ratings of completed and evaluated projects during the same period. 
GMS projects outperformed the other two groups of projects.  
 

Table 13: Ratings of Completed Projects, January 2012–June 2021
 

 

Assessment 

 

Total 

Highly 

Successful 

 

Successful 

Less than 

Successful 

 

Unsuccessful 

Success Rate 

(%) 

PCR  7a 0  7 0 0 100.0 
PVR or PPER  6 0  6 0 0 100.0 
TCR 24 4 17 2 1     87.5 
TCRV or TPER  5 1  3 1 0  80.0 
PCR = project or program completion report, PPER = project or program performance evaluation report, PVR = project or program 
validation report, TCR = technical assistance completion report, TCRV = technical assistance completion report validation, TPER 
= technical assistance    performance evaluation report.  
a One project completion report covered three investment projects (41505-012, 41507-012, and 41508-013) jointly and provided 
a collective rating of successful. Subsequently, these projects were also rated successful in the PCR validation report. 
Source: Independent Evaluation Department database. 

 

 
76   The project was cited as Poverty Reduction through Skills Development for Safe and Regular Migration in Cambodia, the Lao 

PDR, Myanmar, Thailand and Viet Nam (PROMISE) in The Ha Noi Action Plan 2018–2022—Sector Operational Priorities (ADB. 
2018. Ha Noi Action Plan 2018-2022. Manila. p. 46). 

77  The seven completed and evaluated investment projects included two transport, one transport and trade facilitation, and four 
health projects. The 24 completed and evaluated TA projects included two transport, five transport and trade facilitation, one 
energy, one agriculture, four tourism, three trade and industry, two HRD, two environment, and four health TA projects.   

78  The six validated projects included two transport, one transport and trade facilitation, and three health projects.  
79  The five validated TA projects were in: transport and trade facilitation, agriculture, tourism, environment, and health. The TA 

validated less than successful made strides toward enhancing multisector engagement across the GMS, but the goal of 
mainstreaming the environment in the GMS did not taken place to the extent desired. IED. 2018. Technical Assistance 

Performance Evaluation Report on the Core Environment Program and Biodiversity Conservation Corridors Initiative. Manila: 
ADB. 
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71. While ADB has financed a significant operations portfolio and individual projects 

performed well, their overall contributions to regional development results were limited in scale 

and key GMS RCI results indicators either marginally improved or stayed unchanged during 2010-

2020. The overall GMS RCI index increased marginally from 0.58 in 2010 to 0.59 in 2018, reflecting the 
subregion’s slow progress in terms of economic integration during the period (Table 14).80 The increase 
in the GMS RCI index was driven by improvements in infrastructure connectivity (increased from 0.43 to 
0.47) and the movement of people (increased from 0.57 to 0.62). The greater movement of people was 
due exclusively to increases in tourists. The other indicators (trade and investment, regional value chains, 
institutional and social integration) improved slightly or declined during 2010–2018.81  

 

Table 14: Greater Mekong Subregion Cooperation and Integration Index, 2010–2018 

Indicator
a
 2010 2015 2018 

Trade and investment 0.58 0.61 0.57 
Money and finance 0.42 0.42 0.46 
Regional value chains 0.60 0.56 0.54 
Infrastructure and connectivity 0.43 0.45 0.47 
Movement of people 0.57 0.60 0.62 
Institutional and social integration 0.33 0.34 0.34 
GMS-wide overall RCI index 0.58  0.59  0.59 

GMS = Greater Mekong Subregion, RCI = regional cooperation and integration. 
a Indicators are country averages, except the overall RCI index, which is GMS-wide.  
Source: Database of Asia Regional Integration Center. Economic Research and Regional Cooperation 
Department. https://aric.adb.org/database/integration (accessed 22 April 2021). 

 
72. Among the GMS overarching objectives, ADB support made a significant contribution to 

improving regional physical connectivity, especially the roads network, and some contributions 

to competitiveness and community. Of the six expected outcomes of the Strategic Framework, 2012–
2022 as outlined in the theory of change, significant progress was made in cross-border flows of road 
passengers and road freight volumes, access to information and communications, and tourism, while 
the other dimensions (use of energy by all sectors and communities, sustainable agricultural production, 
and conservation of nature) slightly improved or did not improve (Table 15). Of these outcomes, ADB’s 
financed operations made significant contributions to the improved cross-border roads network and 
increased GMS tourism. ADB made some contributions to TTF measures, investment policies, and safe 
labor migration, and to increased use of energy. ADB made some contributions to increased sustainable 
agricultural production and conservation of nature; but these interventions needed a larger scale of 
investment to address more cross-country areas and cross-sectoral links to achieve more significant 
results. ADB made no contributions to the ICT outcome. Although the Strategic Framework, 2012–2022 
results framework did not contain explicit expected outcomes in the health sector, ADB support helped 
the GMS health system to respond to acute public health threats, with communicable disease control 
capacity in the GMS improving significantly, due partly to the three communicable disease control 
projects for Cambodia, Lao PDR, and Viet Nam, approved in October 2015.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
80  The RCI index of less than 1 suggests that the GMS is not fully integrated. As a comparison, the RCI index for other country 

groupings Oceania, ASEAN, CAREC, and SASEC was 0.58, 0.59, 0.44, and 0.49 in 2010; 0.53, 0.60, 0.46, and 0.48 in 2015; 
and 0.52, 0.61, 0.47, and 0.50 in 2018 (ADB. 2018. Asian Economic Integration Report 2021: Making Digital Platforms Work 

for Asia and the Pacific. Manila). 
81  ADB had no intervention in money and finance, as this is not covered by the GMS Program.   

https://aric.adb.org/database/integration
https://aric.adb.org/pdf/aeir/AEIR2021_9_statistical-appendix.pdf#page=5
https://aric.adb.org/pdf/aeir/AEIR2021_9_statistical-appendix.pdf#page=5
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Table 15: Progress in Regional Outcomes and ADB Contribution, 2010–2020  

Strategic Framework, 

2012–2022 

Expected Outcomes Regional Progress ADB Contribution 

1. Increased cross-border 
flows: investment, 
traffic, labor migration 
with reduced human 
trafficking  

Road passengers and freight 
volumes increased 
significantly; investment 
marginally increased; and 
labor migration increased 
marginally (see Table 6). 

ADB contributed significantly to improvements 
to the cross-border roads network, but less 
significantly to transport and trade facilitation 
measures, investment policies, and safe labor 
migration.  

2. Increased use of 
energy by all sectors 
and communities, 
particularly the poor 

Per-capita electricity 
consumption increased 
significantly. But no data on 
consumption by sectors, 
communities, and by the poor 
(see Table 6). 

ADB helped to lay the groundwork for power 
interconnection and power trade in the GMS and 
financed one energy investment project, not 
enough to make a significant contribution to the 
expected regional outcome. 

3. Increased access to 
information and 
communications 

Numbers of internet 
connections and cell phone 
subscriptions increased 
significantly (see Table 6) 

ADB phased out its involvement in ICT 
cooperation in the GMS in 2011. This progress 
was driven principally by the private sector.  

4. Increased tourism with 
reduced negative 
impacts 

Increased significantly (see 
Table 8). 

ADB contributed significantly to promoting the 
GMS as a single tourist destination and to 
developing secondary tourist destinations in the 
subregion. 

5. Increased sustainable 
agricultural production 

 

Increased marginally. ADB contributed with interventions focused on 
developing environmentally friendly agriculture 
products, but these were not sufficient to make 
a significant regional impact.  

6. Increased conservation 
of nature  

Did not increase and several 
environmental indicators 
deteriorated (see Table 11). 

ADB made contributed toward increased 
conservation of nature, including through its 
support to the GMS Biodiversity Conservation 
Corridors, mainstreaming of environmental 
concerns in sector investments, and improving 
environmental planning and management in key 
sectors. However, these are insufficient to make 
a significant regional impact, considering the 
complexity and long-term character of 
environmental issues in the GMS.  

ADB = Asian Development Bank, GMS = Greater Mekong Subregion, ICT = information and communications technology. 
Notes: 1. Urban development, human resource development, and health were not included in the Strategic Framework, 2012–

2022 results framework and were thus not reflected in the theory of change. Strategic Framework, 2012–2022 was not 
updated and revised to reflect changes adopted in the Ha Noi Action Plan. 
2. Agriculture was placed under competitiveness in the assessment of the operations portfolio because the projects ADB 
financed supported agriculture value chains rather than sustainable agricultural production.  
3. Regional public goods were addressed through operations in the environment, human resource development, and 
health interventions.   

Source: Independent Evaluation Department evaluation team assessment. 

 

73. ADB’s GMS support has focused on connectivity and results in this area were stronger 

than in the other two main areas, competitiveness, and community. Past independent evaluations 

of the GMS Program and the midterm review of Strategic Framework, 2012–2022 reached the 

same conclusion. This finding was uniformly confirmed by stakeholders during the consultations and 
focus group discussions conducted for this evaluation, with respondents agreeing that improving 
physical connectivity was the most successful outcome delivered by ADB. The likelihood of success of 
ADB connectivity operations was ranked highest by stakeholders, with about 48% of participants 
indicating that ADB connectivity operations are likely to be successful, versus 16% for competitiveness 
and 37% for community (Figure 6).82  

 
82  Each focus group discussion was asked whether the ADB-financed project in their community was or would be successfully, 

partly successfully, or less than successfully meeting its objectives. See Appendix 3. 
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N= total number of participants in focus group discussion, n = number of participants by category. 
Source: Focus group discussions with project beneficiaries conducted by the Independent Evaluation Department 
evaluation team. 

 

E. Summary 

 
74. In terms of connectivity, the ADB-financed operations portfolio helped improve road 

transport links along the GMS economic corridors but made less progress on facilitating the cross-

border movement of goods, investment, and people. ADB aimed to improve GMS regional 
connectivity through increases in transboundary flows of trade, investment, and people as a result of a 
better transport network, more effective and efficient TTF, and a regional energy trade network. In 
transport, ADB helped to significantly improve the GMS economic corridor road transport network by 
constructing or rehabilitating about 3,300 km of high-quality and sustainable roads. ADB support 
helped establish the initial institutional mechanisms and framework for GMS railway development, 
although it made no investment in railways. In TTF, ADB helped establish the GMS Freight Transport 
Association (FRETA), improve the regulatory framework, and enhance national capacity in TTF. In energy, 
ADB support helped lay the groundwork for interconnecting the GMS power systems and developing a 
regional power market, and one investment project was supported. ADB phased out its involvement in 
ICT in 2011. 
 
75. ADB support contributed toward achieving the overarching objective of competitiveness 

with some notable achievements in tourism and urban development along the GMS economic 

corridors although overall competitiveness remained relatively unchanged. ADB support for 
competitiveness through interventions in agriculture, tourism, urban development, and trade and 
industry aimed to make the GMS a subregion with more integrated markets, production processes, and 
value chains. GMS indexes of competitiveness, including its overall global competitiveness index and 
overall ease of doing business index, either did not improve or improved only slightly between 2012 and 
2020. ADB support for tourism helped promote the GMS as a single tourist destination and to develop 
secondary tourist destinations, with the subregion seeing significant increases in tourist arrivals and 
tourism receipts prior to the COVID-19 pandemic. ADB support in urban development helped increase 
the competitiveness of major urban centers along the GMS economic corridors, with improved urban 
infrastructure and services and strengthened urban planning and management. ADB support for trade 
and industry was recent and focused on investment promotion and SME development in Guangxi, PRC, 
and border economic zone development in Yunnan, and made only a marginal contribution toward the 
subregion’s competitiveness. 

 

76. The most significant contribution of ADB’s operational support for community was in the 

health sector since existing networks from the ongoing GMS health projects enabled ADB to 

respond rapidly to the COVID-19 pandemic. ADB support for the GMS community aimed to build a 
subregional community in jointly addressing common social and environmental concerns through 
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interventions in HRD (education and training), health, and the environment. ADB support for health 
helped improve the performance of the GMS health system in responding to acute public health threats, 
strengthening protection of vulnerable communities from the health impacts of RCI, and enhancing 
human resource capacity for responding to health issues in the GMS. This was reflected in the decline 
of the number of cases of malaria, tuberculosis, and HIV/AIDS in the GMS. ADB support for the 
environment did not have significant results in increasing conservation of nature. Most environmental 
indicators in the GMS, such as deforestation, forest areas, carbon dioxide emissions did not show 
improvement, and the GMS overall environmental performance index declined by 35%. 83 It will be some 
time before the results of ADB’s efforts to improve environmental planning and management, including 
strategic environmental assessments and safeguards, are realized. ADB support for HRD made a small 
contribution to education and training.  

 
77. Many issues and recommendations found in previous evaluations that are related to the 

findings in this evaluation remain to be addressed. The existing independent evaluations and 
Strategic Framework, 2012–2022 Midterm Review found that the GMS Program made positive progress, 
member countries had benefited from subregional cooperation, and there had been increased economic 
activity along constructed roads.84 The evaluations identified some persistent issues that remain 
challenging in program implementation. These included: (i) finding a balance and integrated approach 
between hard and soft infrastructure interventions by increasing the focus on the soft aspects of RCI, 
including accelerating the implementation of TTF measures; (ii) emphasizing regional benefits by 
focusing on the additionality of regional benefits in the design and implementation of subregional 
projects; (iii) increasing focus on regional public goods such as environmental degradation, and 
minimizing regional “bads” like human trafficking and the spread of communicable diseases that are 
the negative impacts of increased connectivity; (iv) advancing organizational effectiveness and building 
capacity of member countries to take on greater decision-making roles and responsibilities; and (v) 
initiate improvements in the GMS planning and programming processes through guidelines that will 
ensure alignment of goals, strategies, programs, and projects as well as the monitoring of progress and 
results. For more detail, see Appendix 6, Table A6.4.  

 
 

 
83  Yale Center for Environmental Law and Policy. 2020. Environmental Performance Index. New Haven. Available at: 

https://epi.yale.edu/  
84  These include two independent evaluations completed in 1999 and 2008 and a case study on the GMS Program conducted 

as part of IED’s RCI evaluation in 2015: ADB. 1999. Impact Evaluation Study of the Asian Development Bank’s Program of 

Subregional Economic Cooperation in the Greater Mekong Subregion. Manila; ADB. 2008. Regional Cooperation Assistance 

Program: Greater Mekong Subregion: Maturing and Moving Forward. Manila; IED. 2015. Thematic Evaluation Study. Asian 

Development Bank Support for Regional Cooperation and Integration. Manila: ADB; ADB. 2018. Ha Noi Action Plan 2018–

2022. Manila. No final review of Strategic Framework, 2012–2022 was conducted.  

https://epi.yale.edu/
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Highlights 

 

After 30 years, the GMS Program has established itself as one of the longest standing and most successful 
subregional cooperation programs that ADB has supported. It is strongly supported by member countries at the 
highest political level and remains relevant and responsive to the development needs and priorities of the GMS 
countries. 
  
The GMS Program operates through a multitiered organizational structure of summits, ministerial conferences, 
senior officials’ meetings, supported by nine sector working groups and four forums and councils. GMS bodies 
and operational mechanisms are generally appropriate and have been effective in leading the joint program. 
 
ADB plays a central coordinating role as the GMS central secretariat, working with the GMS bodies through six 
national coordinators or secretariats (one in each member country). 
 
ADB has maintained its position as the lead financier and principal supporter of the program, which was 
recognized and highly appreciated by stakeholders. 
  
Of the six functions provided as ADB inputs to the GMS Program, ADB has performed best at providing secretariat 
services and project financing. It has some limited success in engaging with the private sector or to carry out 
ADB nonsovereign operations. 
 
ADB’s operational model lacks formal mechanisms for joint responsibility across sector divisions, limiting the 
opportunities for integrated solutions with greater regional results of ADB-financed operations for the GMS. 

 
78. This chapter reviews the contribution made by the GMS Program’s institutions and operational 
mechanisms in delivering the subregion’s overarching 3-C and Strategic Framework, 2012–2022 
objectives and assesses ADB institutional support for the GMS Program during 2012–2020. It was based 
on a review of GMS strategic documents, evaluations and reviews of the GMS Program, progress in 
implementing the Regional Investment Framework (RIF), 2013–2022, relevant ADB RCI policies and 
operational plans, and by stakeholder feedback collected during the virtual country missions for this 
evaluation, including views collected through beneficiary focus group discussions. 
 

A. Organization for Delivery    

 
79. The highest political and decision-making body of the GMS Program is the summit of GMS 

national leaders. This provides overall direction and guidance to the GMS Program and approves the 
10-year strategic framework. The summit is supported by the GMS ministerial conference, which 
oversees the preparations for the summit, reviews the progress of the strategic framework and sector 
strategies and approves the results frameworks and investment frameworks. Technical and policy work 
is handled at the senior officials’ meeting, attended by officials from ministries of finance or planning 
responsible for the GMS in their countries. This meeting works through four sectoral ministerial meetings 
and provides overall coordination of the GMS program, covering all strategic, policy and operational 
aspects at the national level.85 ADB acts as the GMS secretariat and works with GMS national secretariats 
or coordinators in the six member countries.  
 

80. Nine sector working groups and six thematic forums underpin this structure.86 These 
include the Subregional Transport Forum, which supports investments in infrastructure primarily but 
also seeks to facilitate cross-border transport facilitation under the Transport Sector Strategy, 2030. The 
Regional Power Trade Coordination Committee promotes environmentally sustainable regional power 
trade planning, coordination, and development. The tourism working group is directed at improving 
human resources, infrastructure, heritage conservation, and social impact management. The urban 
development working group enables GMS countries to coordinate national strategies on urban 

 
85  The four sectoral ministerial meetings are: Cross-border Transport Agreement (CBTA) Joint Committee Meeting, Environment 

Ministers’ Meeting, Agriculture Ministers’ Meetings, and Tourism Ministers’ Meeting. 
86  In some cases, task forces were created for an interim period with the intention that they will eventually become formal sector 

working groups.   
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development. The agriculture working group seeks to strengthen a commitment to food security. The 
environment working group has as its objective the mainstreaming of sound environment management 
and climate resilience practices. The health working group focuses on health security as a regional public 
good. 

 

81. GMS institutions are supported by four forums and councils. The Economic Corridors Forum 

focuses on promoting investment, trade, tourism, industrial development, and other economic activities 
along GMS corridors. The Business Council tries to encourage the participation of the business 
community in selected areas of GMS program work. The Governors’ Forum supplements the work of 
the Economic Corridors Forum by providing a platform for the views of local governments in corridor 
activities, especially projects. The Development Partners’ Forum offers development partners a voice on 
strategic and operational issues. Appendix 7, Figure A7.1 and Table A7.1 outline the overall 
organizational structure of the GMS Program, its institutions, and operational instruments during 2012–
2020. 

 

82. The GMS institutional arrangements and operational mechanisms were generally 

appropriate and effective to lead the joint program and were strongly supported by member 

countries. Over 30 years, the GMS Program has established itself as the first and longest standing 
subregional cooperation program supported by ADB. This is due in large part to its well established and 
effective multi-tiered organizational structure of summits, ministerial meetings, senior officials’ 
meetings, sector working groups, and thematic forum meetings, all strongly backed up by ADB as the 
central coordinating body. It is also due to the gradual expansion of the program to involve a much 
wider scheme of cooperation; the program has evolved from a series of individual investment projects 
focusing primarily on improving roads to a range of activities covering nine sectors. It now has a 10-
year strategic framework, a regional investment framework, and sector strategies that are periodically 
reviewed and updated. During 2012–2020, GMS countries were able to mobilize 131 projects (62% of 
the planned number) for a total amount of $56 billion (71% of the planned amount) and have achieved 
significant and tangible results in improving cross-border physical links.  
 
83. The following paragraphs make some observations to help further increase the effectiveness of 
ADB institutional support for the GMS Program to foster deeper cooperation and integration across the 
member countries.  
 
84. ADB support could have helped ensure sector working groups were in place and 

functioned effectively. The sector working groups are the backbone of the GMS Program and are 
responsible for preparing sector strategies and action plans and for monitoring results at the sector 
level. However, they are absent or inactive in several core areas, including trade facilitation, investment, 
human resource development, knowledge, and telecommunications. During the 2012–2020 period, a 
Regional Power Trade Coordinating Committee was formed, with working groups on regulation and 
performance standards, and on grid codes. Yet, the committee still cannot function fully or with 
authority because it has not obtained a juridical personality as an intergovernmental body.  
 
85. ADB support for forums and councils could have been more effective by engaging a 

broader range of stakeholders, including community groups, local businesses, and the private 

sector. An innovative element of the Strategic Framework, 2012–2022 was a spatial development 
approach that mainstreamed economic corridors and broadened their role beyond transport and/or 
transit to include supporting economic activities generated by the development of new cities and 
connections with markets; creating cross-border special economic zones; and developing supporting 
logistics services. The Economic Corridors Forum that has led this spatial development approach had an 
overly ambitious agenda and the concerned ministries attended its meetings only infrequently. Both the 
Governors’ Forum and the Business Council have played a minor part thus far in engaging stakeholders 
at the local level (including beneficiaries and private businesses) to help design, implement, and run 
projects. The private sector has participated in several forums and occasional working groups, but its 
potential contributions (e.g., in finance and services) to the goals of the GMS are far from being realized. 
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Development partners have increasingly participated in GMS activities, but their role could be enriched 
to include knowledge, expertise, and policy formulation. Several issues and recommendations about the 
working groups and forums in the Strategic Framework, 2012–2022 midterm review in 2018 and the 
study of GMS Program’s institutional framework in 2016 remain to be addressed (Box 9).87 

 
Box 9: Sector Groups and Forums: Key Issues and Recommendations 

from the Strategic Framework, 2012–2022 Midterm Review 
 

For transport and trade facilitation, the narrow focus of the Cross Border Transport Agreement (CBTA) 
implementation mechanisms meant it was not possible to address the broader trade facilitation agenda outside 
the CBTA, including customs modernization, customs automation, sanitary and phytosanitary measures, 
coordinated border management, and the role of the private sector.  
 

For the energy sector, the role and sustainability of the Subregional Energy Forum needs to be revisited, given the 
limited progress in GMS cooperation in oil and gas, clean coal, renewable energy, and energy efficiency. The 
establishment and full operationalization of the Regional Power Coordination Committee is an immediate priority 
if the GMS is to move forward on power market integration. 
 

The institutional mechanism for the multisector and spatial approach remains largely underdeveloped, with the 
Economic Corridor Forum and the GMS Governors’ Forum primarily serving as platforms for coordination and 
information sharing. It will have to explore more responsive mechanisms to deal with diverse stakeholders at 
national, state or province, and local levels, with a mandate to design, implement, and manage projects. 
 

The study on strengthening the GMS institutional framework recommended a restructuring of the GMS Governors’ 
Forum into various corridor-specific forums, and/or bilateral forums to reflect the common interests and shared 
concerns of provincial governors and the local private sector of contiguous provinces. Local governments will be 
particularly important because they are direct beneficiaries and participants of spatial planning. These institutional 
mechanisms will also have to forge effective partnerships with the private sector, both upstream and downstream, 
at the planning stage and throughout implementation.   
 

CBTA = Cross Border Transport Agreement, GMS = Greater Mekong Subregion. 
Source: ADB. 2018. Ha Noi Action Plan 2018–2022. Manila (p. 13–14). 

 

86. The Strategic Framework, 2012–2022 largely represented a continuation of the objectives, 

sector choices, and methods of implementing and reporting of the previous two decades. The 
expansion of economic corridors through the spatial development approach was a significant new 
element of the Strategic Framework, 2012–2022. The evaluation noted the greater selectivity and re-
focusing in the transport sector, with more attention to multimodal links, including railway 
development, and logistics. In agriculture, the focus on developing climate-friendly agro-based value 
chains was a new approach to building GMS global competitiveness. Climate change adaptation and 
mitigation was included as a concern in environment in addition to biodiversity conservation corridors. 
Energy saw efforts to include institutional support for regional power trade integration. However, the 
Strategic Framework, 2012-2022 missed opportunities to address some areas critical to the regional 
integration. Particularly, it could have been more specific on the approach to accelerate the 
implementation of the CBTA and trade facilitation measures, as this is an area where substantial 
subregional benefits could be derived. Likewise, it could have included efforts to tackle skill gaps and 
policies and institutional requirements to maximize the benefits while minimizing the risks of 
technological change and digitization in particular, to improve the subregion’s competitiveness. In 
addition, while the six principles of implementation (Box 3) were appropriate, these were not sufficiently 
reflected in the sector strategies. Also, there was no discussion in the strategic framework on which 
issues should be left to other regional organizations, including safe labor migration where the 
International Organization for Migration is leading. Similarly, there was little discussion on how to build 
cross-sector links and improve the effectiveness of the sector working groups and thematic forums. 
 
87. The Regional Investment Framework (RIF), 2013–2022 lacked a clear strategy in its 

selection of projects, choice of financing instruments, or sequencing of projects, which 

undermined its effectiveness and impact. Strategic Framework, 2012–2022 provided strategic 
directions and operational focus and it was operationalized through RIF, 2013–2022, prepared in 2013. 

 
87  GMS Secretariat. 2016. Study on Strengthening the Greater Mekong Subregion Program’s Institutional Framework. Manila. 
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This listed more than 200 projects with a total estimated cost of $51.5 billion.88 RIF, 2013–2022 
underwent eight implementation reviews and updates and the project pipeline has changed significantly 
over time (Appendix 8). In the latest version, dated November 2020, 210 projects were included with a 
total estimated cost of $78.3 billion for 2013–2022.89 The RIF is owned by the countries as national 
secretariats collate country submissions which are then consolidated by the GMS secretariat to ensure 
that the projects that have been submitted are consistent with the Strategic Framework, 2012–2022. 
However, the RIF is a compendium of potential projects, and its analytical content is sparse. There is 
little narrative on the principal developments, findings, and lessons being learned. The guiding principles 
and criteria for project inclusion in the RIF changed over the evaluation period and did not appear to 
have been uniformly applied.90 These factors have limited the usefulness of the RIF as a document for 
management information. An examination of the RIF and of the existing GMS-tagged portfolio showed 
the inclusion of certain projects in agriculture, health, and education that may be one-country with 
limited regional spillover effects.91 In interviews with ADB staff, governments and cofinanciers, they 
described the RIF as an investment wish-list by GMS countries rather than a map of regional projects. 
Projects in the RIF were not always of uniform quality, some were raw or aspirational, without no 
common standard being applied. This finding was consistent with the RIF, 2013–2022 midterm review 
conducted by the GMS Secretariat in 2016 (Box 10).92 

 
Box 10: Midterm Review of the Regional Investment Framework, 2013–2022 

 

The midterm review was conducted in 2016 to assess the continuing relevance of the RIF, 2013–2022 in the context 
of the emerging needs of GMS countries. It indicated that the pipeline had been regarded as an investment wish 
list by GMS countries, rather than as a map of regional projects. The pipeline was limited to indicators that 
measured success against available financing, commencement of feasibility studies, commencement of 
implementation, and completion of projects. There were no indicators to measure real progress by indicating 
percentage of work completed. There was no adequate way for outputs to be measured, e.g., kilometers of roads 
built or transmission lines constructed. The rigorous results monitoring framework for projects undertaken with 
ADB assistance was not found in projects using other funds. The midterm review pointed out the need for dialogue 
in order to put in place a more rigorous monitoring and evaluation framework in future. 
 

ADB = Asian Development Bank, GMS = Greater Mekong Subregion, RIF = Regional Investment Framework. 
Source: ADB. 2016. Midterm Review and Revised Regional Investment Framework Implementation Plan 2020. Manila. 

 

88. The results framework of the Strategic Framework, 2012–2022 had no baselines or 

quantifiable targets and no results monitoring mechanisms. The Strategic Framework, 2012–2022 
results framework (Appendix 2) had sector outputs, e.g., economic corridors established, all GMS 
countries connected to a GMS rail network, improved tourism infrastructure, increased resilience of 
agriculture to climate change, and strengthened protected area networks. It had a small set of 
outcomes, e.g., increased cross-border flows, increased use of energy by all sectors and communities, 
increased tourism, increased sustainable agricultural production. However, the indicators were stated in 
broad, qualitative terms with no baselines or quantitative targets. The results framework did not specify 
the data collection mechanisms to be used to track progress and track results. The same is true for sector 
results frameworks, although the agriculture and tourism frameworks were better than the others. The 
lack of any discussion of the results framework or proposals for improvement was an important omission 
of the Strategic Framework, 2012–2022 midterm review and the Ha Noi Action Plan. 
 

 

 

 

 
88  GMS Secretariat. 2013. Overview of the GMS Regional Investment Framework, 2013–2022. Manila.   
89  GMS Secretariat. 2020. Regional Investment Framework 2022: Third Progress Report and Update. Manila (November).  
90  In RIF, 2013–2022, five principles were used. In RIF, 2014–2018, six criteria were used. RIF 2022 generally adopted the same 

set of criteria used in identifying projects for RIF, 2013–2022 and RIF-IP, 2020 but they were less stringently applied. 
91  Examples are the Guangxi TVET, the Nam Ngiep 1 Hydropower Project, Lao PDR Flood and Drought Risk Management, Viet 

Nam Infrastructure for Inclusive Growth, Thailand Enhancing Agriculture Productivity, Viet Nam Local Health Care, and the 
Mandalay Urban Services Improvement. 

92  ADB. 2016. Midterm Review and Revised Regional Investment Framework Implementation Plan 2020. Manila. 
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B. Assessment of ADB Institutional Support for the GMS Program  

 

1. ADB Internal Institutional Arrangements for the GMS Program 

 

89. Within ADB, the overall responsibility for the GMS Program rests with the Southeast Asia 

Department (SERD), which acts as the GMS central secretariat. SERD works with the East Asia 
Department (EARD) on matters involving the participation of Yunnan Province and Guangxi Region, PRC 
in the GMS Program. Within SERD, the Regional Cooperation and Operations Coordination Division 
(SERC) carries out the functions of the GMS secretariat and is responsible for the overall coordination of 
the GMS Program, both internally across departments and divisions within ADB and externally with the 
GMS countries through the GMS country national coordinators and development partners. SERC 
organizes GMS meetings, prepares overall strategies, and manages the RIF process in coordination with 
the sector divisions in SERD and the national coordinators. The SERD sector divisions provide technical 
and secretariat support to the respective GMS working groups.93 The sector divisions are also responsible 
for preparing sector strategies, and for identifying, preparing, and seeing through the implementation 
of GMS projects. ADB’s resident missions in the GMS countries help to integrate support for RCI, 
including the GMS Program, into the respective country partnership strategies and to translate this into 
specific projects in the country programming process.94 The Private Sector Operations Department 
(PSOD) is involved in specific NSOs in the GMS, including the private-sector-funded Nam Ngiep 
Hydropower Project in Lao PDR. SERC collaborates with the Economic Research and Regional 
Cooperation Department (ERCD) in the conduct of studies involving the GMS Program,95 while the 
Sustainable Development and Climate Change Department (SDCC), particularly the Regional 
Cooperation and Integration Thematic Group, provides overall guidance on ADB’s RCI work (for more 
detail, see Appendix 7, Table A7.2). ADB Library has been providing substantial information support to 
ADB staff in their work, projects, and research on regional cooperation. 
 
90. Evidence of ADB’s commitment to the GMS process and of coordination across ADB 

divisions in delivering the ADB-financed GMS operations portfolio has been mixed. On the one 
hand, the present internal arrangements have generally been appropriate for ADB to provide 
institutional support for the GMS Program. A GMS unit was established in SERC, and it acts as the 
institutional focal point for coordinating GMS activities. Stakeholders consulted for this evaluation were 
unanimous in noting the critical role ADB has played in facilitating and coordinating actions across GMS 
member countries and in resolving issues in the GMS Program. On the other hand, from the operational 
perspective, commitment to the GMS Program as a mainstream ADB activity is not widely evident across 
sector divisions. ADB has not established effective mechanisms for joint responsibility across 
participating sector divisions. Sector divisions continue to focus primarily on their own operational 
targets, without having clear accountability for or ownership of the final subregional development 
agenda and results. For example, trade and transport facilitation is the responsibility of the public 
finance division, with the transport division co-team leading transport facilitation under the CBTA. 
Because the transport division is primarily responsible for and focused on transport infrastructure, its 
accountability for transport facilitation is not clear. PSOD’s participation is mainly on a project-by-project 
basis, primarily based on project financial viability rather than as integral part of the GMS Program to 
promote private sector participation. It is not involved in the subregion’s cooperation and integration 
progress. These fragmented institutional arrangements have contained the regional development results 
of ADB-financed operations for the GMS. The vast majority of ADB staff consider processing and 
implementing national projects to be their primary focus. Most do not find it necessary or try to 

 
93  For example, the Transport and Communications Division supports the Subregional Transport Forum, the Environment, Natural 

Resources and the Agriculture Division supports the working group on agriculture and the working group on the environment. 
94  The Thailand Resident Mission also hosts the GMS Environment Operations Center and provides secretariat support to the 

working group on agriculture, and the staff working on TTF.   
95  For instance, ADB. 2021. The Greater Mekong Subregion 2030 and Beyond: Integration, Upgrading Cities, and Connectivity. 

Manila.   



48 ADB Support for the Greater Mekong Subregion Program, 2012–2020: Performance and Results 

 

   

 

coordinate with project teams on the other side of the border in multi-country projects.96 This suggests 
that ADB’s staff incentives for performing cross-country RCI projects are inadequate.97  
 

2. Performance of ADB Functions 

 

91. As presented in the theory of change, ADB undertakes six roles in supporting the execution of 
the GMS Program: (i) providing secretariat activities, (ii) convening and coordinating across member 
countries, (iii) providing financing, (iv) being an honest broker between governments and development 
partners, (v) engaging the private sector, and (vi) providing technical and policy advice. This section 
highlights the findings of this evaluation in relation to each of these roles.  
 

92. Overall, ADB has fulfilled its role in acting as the GMS secretariat and it maintained its 

position as the lead financier and principal supporter of the program during the evaluation period 

and this was recognized and highly appreciated by stakeholders. ADB has played an important role 
in mobilizing financing, including from other development partners, and in facilitating and coordinating 
actions across member countries, preparing strategic documents and subregional operations pipelines, 
raising awareness of key subregional concerns, and providing development knowledge solutions. ADB 
helped guide subregional cooperation effectively by establishing mechanisms for cross-country 
coordination and decision making at the overall and sector levels, and by putting in place implementing 
instruments and procedures, including the GMS strategic framework and regional investment 
framework. 
 

93. Based on the feedback from a sample of stakeholders interviewed for this evaluation, of the six 
key functions, ADB has performed best at providing secretariat services and financing, followed by 
convening and coordinating across member countries, brokering between governments and 
development partners, and providing technical and policy advice.98 ADB has done less well in engaging 
private businesses and NSOs (Figure 7).  

 

 

ADB = Asian Development Bank, N = number. 
a Rating from 0 to 3, with 3 being the highest. 
Source: Independent Evaluation Department evaluation team compilation of feedback collected during virtual missions and 
meetings with stakeholders. 

  

 
96  Feedback from ADB project officers collected during virtual missions for this evaluation.  
97  Para. 69 of the ADB Operational Plan for Regional Cooperation and Integration states that “Under ADB’s established 

framework for annual performance evaluation, staff may be recognized for notable performance on RCI.” See ADB. 2016. 
Operational Plan for Regional Cooperation and Integration, 2016–2020. Manila.  

98  Stakeholders interviewed included 27 government officials and staff from executing and implementing agencies, 29 ADB 
project officers, six ADB sector division directors, and six development partners. The interviewees were asked to give a rating 
from 0 to 3 for each of the six functions.  
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94. ADB has provided effective secretariat support both centrally and at the sector level. The 
GMS secretariat has played an important bridging role in connecting GMS member countries and in 
facilitating policy dialogue at most levels in the GMS structures. ADB has prepared background materials 
and draft strategies and action plans; facilitated and carried out the decisions made by the GMS member 
countries; organized and facilitated conferences and meetings physically and virtually; assisted with 
finalizing GMS-related documents and circulating them to the GMS member countries; and kept the 
public informed about GMS cooperation. It has also strengthened the capacity of sector focal points 
and national secretariats and, as a result, countries are taking a progressively bigger role in organizing 
meetings and events. During 2018–2020, the GMS secretariat organized on average 16 GMS meetings 
and events a year, with a total of over 2,000 participants annually from GMS countries and development 
partners (Table 16).   
 

Table 16: Number of GMS Events and Participants, 2018–2020 

GMS Events 2018 2019 2020 

GMS Summit 1 (2,500) 0 0 
GMS Ministerial Conference   1 (187) 1 (387) 
Senior Officials’ Meeting 6 (480) 4 (320) 4 (320) 
Economic Corridor Forum  1 (164) 0 1 (209) 
Development Partners’ Meeting 0 1 (156) 1 (195) 
Working Groups and Forums 9 (673) 11 (647) 6 (327) 
Total 17 (3,817) 17 (1,310) 13 (1,438) 

GMS = Greater Mekong Subregion. 
Note: The table shows the number of events organized with the number of participants in the brackets. 
Source: Greater Mekong Subregion Secretariat database, as of September 2021. 

 

95. ADB has played a central role in mediating the positions of GMS member countries in the 

discussions leading up to the development of the strategic framework and in all other aspects of 

planning and implementing the GMS Program. ADB’s key functions included: coordinating the 
formulation of strategic documents for eventual approval; enabling and overseeing the work of sector 
and thematic groups (working groups, task forces, forums, councils); and facilitating joint 
implementation of the GMS projects and programs and other activities, including cooperation with 
other regional platforms. The GMS secretariat acts as the secretariat for the senior officials’ meeting, 
the ministerial conferences, and the summits of national leaders. It also develops the RIF. The GMS 
secretariat ensures the lead role of ADB as project financier and coordinates and tracks implementation 
progress and cooperation across involved ADB sector divisions and departments (especially, SERD, EARD, 
and SDCC) to deliver the GMS operations program in line with ADB’s RCI priorities. 

 
96. ADB could have encouraged GMS countries to address new regional development 

challenges that foster deep cooperation across member countries. Strategic Framework, 2012–2022 
was essentially a fine-tuning of existing approaches in traditional operational areas rather than an 
attempt to address the increasingly complex and critical challenges facing the GMS. ADB did not 
challenge GMS members to experiment and innovate to address development priorities that were 
already emerging in the region when the Strategic Framework, 2012–2022 was being drafted, including 
climate change and the need for climate resilience,99 agglomeration and economic geography,100 the 
application of technological advances to industry,101 and digitization. Nor did it clearly identify the 
infrastructure investments and institutional capacity changes needed to address these new challenges. 
Some working groups addressed these issues to good effect,102 but this work should have been 
mainstreamed throughout the Strategic Framework, 2012–2022 period.  

 
99  World Bank. 2010. World Development Report, Development and Climate Change 2010. Washington, DC. 
100  World Bank. 2009. World Development Report: Re-shaping Economic Geography 2009. Washington, DC. 
101  Trends in automation and data exchange in manufacturing technologies, encompassing cyber-physical systems, the internet 

of things and cloud computing. This involves automation of traditional manufacturing and industrial practices, using modern 
smart technology.   

102  The valuable work done by the working group on the environment, which covers a wide range of areas, including landscape 
management, biodiversity, pollution, and agriculture, was noted. However, the GMS strategy has lacked an overarching 
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97. Likewise, ADB should have helped to ensure the RIF contained a more realistic project 

pipeline, based on clear selection criteria, consistently applied. The frequent changes in project 
selection criteria and the subsequent changes in pipeline projects over the years led to a mismatch 
between the RIF that was developed in tandem with Strategic Framework, 2012–2022 and the actual 
projects that were implemented. For instance, Strategic Framework, 2012–2022 and RIF, 2013–2023 
placed great focus on multimodal and intermodal transport projects, development of railways, logistics 
centers, and cross-border facilities. RIF, 2013–2023 emphasized the importance of non-infrastructure 
development and implementation, particularly in transport and trade facilitation, to realize the benefits 
of physical connectivity. The energy sector would focus on developing the subregional power market 
and promoting environmentally friendly renewable energy and energy efficiency. The ICT sector would 
focus on the development of ICT applications while continuing to strengthen network infrastructure.103 
However, the ADB portfolio for 2012–2020 did not reflect any of these intentions. Road financing 
continued to dominate and there was no investment in railways or logistics centers and only limited 
support for non-infrastructure elements. ADB provided some institutional TA support in the energy 
sector but no investments in renewable energy or energy efficiency. ADB withdrew from investments in 
ICT in 2011. ADB did not appear to pay enough attention to the role the private sector could play in the 
planning, design, and financing of projects, nor the voice that communities could bring to project 
selection. Similarly, systematic considerations of gender also seemed to be lacking as an established 
selection criterion in the RIF, despite many ADB-financed projects being categorized as effective gender 
mainstream. Even if on occasion sector strategies and projects reflected these considerations, the RIF 
did not make enough effort to encourage private section participation, nor did it contain clear 
requirements for integration of gender equality in project selection criteria. The quality of the RIF would 
be improved if the analytical content associated with projects included showed direct and/or indirect 
cross-border economic, social, or environmental net benefits. Project documents need to be 
strengthened to show the role of the proposed project in the objectives or priorities of the GMS Program. 
Moreover, the RIF should explain the analytical foundations of the project proposed, such as the 
knowledge or technical assistance that has led to its conception.  

 

98. ADB has been the principal and single largest financier of the GMS Program in both the 

volume and the reliability of resources provided. In general, governments and national stakeholders 
saw ADB primarily as a financier and considered project financing to be ADB’s strongest contribution to 
the GMS Program, although some noted that ADB could have devoted even more resources to the 
program. ADB staff accepted that ADB essentially delivered projects at the national rather than the 
regional level. Staff who were interviewed generally considered that ADB should move beyond financing 
and focus more on innovation, technological and policy dimensions, knowledge management, and 
cross-country sharing. They felt ADB needed to diversify the portfolio by including policy lending to 
strengthen the enabling environment for private business and to provide intermediary loans for SMEs.   

 
99. Stakeholders praised ADB’s response to the COVID-19 pandemic and recommended that 

it provide further support for the post-pandemic economic recovery phase. They reported that the 
pandemic had tended to delay project implementation, although this varied from country to country 
and within countries depending on the severity of the health situation. Specific impacts included delays 
in project approvals, delays in procurement, the inability of international consultants to visit the country, 
restrictions on visiting project sites, and cost overruns, including the cost of maintaining consulting 
services beyond the original time frames.104 In the immediate term, stakeholders were looking for GMS 

 
approach to climate change—arguably the most critical challenge facing the subregion—involving seeking common solutions 
across all sectors on both mitigation and adaptation aspects. For example, decarbonization and carbon pricing is most effective 
if done on a regional (or global) basis to prevent a competitive race to the bottom. 

103  ADB. 2013. Overview of the GMS Regional Investment Framework, 2013–2022. Manila (p. 2). 
104  ADB adjusted project implementation and prioritized those mitigation interventions with immediate impact, especially for 

industries that had been hit hardest, including SMEs, the tourism sector, and the most vulnerable groups of society. Other less 
urgent GMS projects have been temporarily halted or have progressed only slowly. The original objectives of the pipeline 
projects have been readjusted to incorporate health-related aspects as a means of enabling the GMS to strengthen its response 
to the current pandemic and to address growing health and sanitary concerns. Several stakeholders asked whether ADB could 
provide additional financing to cover COVID-19-related cost increases. 
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projects with features that would support online health tracking systems for foreign visitor arrivals, 
electronic customs clearance for cross-border traders, as well as an improved online platform connecting 
local producers and international buyers. ADB has supported the creation of the GMS COVID-19 
Response and Recovery Plan, 2021–2023 (footnote 75) in line with national plans to control the spread 
of the pandemic in GMS member countries. Stakeholders are looking for an accelerated implementation 
of this plan to facilitate a timely and effective response, surveillance, and control of COVID-19 in GMS 
member countries.  
 
100. ADB has been partly effective in involving other development partners in the GMS 

Program, but its “honest broker” role was not widely recognized by stakeholders. During 2012–
2020, 33 development partners cofinanced the ADB’s GMS operations portfolio, providing a total of 
$2.7 billion (almost 34% of total ADB financing for the GMS Program), comprising 44% of the ADB 
support for connectivity, 8% for competitiveness, and 29% for community (Appendix 4, Table A4.1). 
Governments considered ADB to be a very reliable partner providing neutral and technically sound 
advice that engaged other development partners to help countries sustain their economic and social 
development. The staff from development partners who were interviewed acknowledged ADB’s broad 
brand recognition in Asia and made generally positive comments about the GMS working groups and 
ADB’s role in supporting their involvement in the GMS. They often cited opportunities for cofinancing 
as the major reason for their participation.105 Some development partners commented that ADB’s broker 
role was focused primarily on mobilizing additional project financing and said that ADB had made only 
limited efforts to bring in broader expertise. Some would have liked to have seen more upstream 
engagement and simpler procedures for cofinancing. Others hoped for more opportunities to engage 
with global and regional bodies, including the World Health Organization (WHO), the World Trade 
Organization (WTO), and the Association of Southeast Asian Nations (ASEAN) to promote common 
policies, knowledge, and standards. 
 
101. The potential for realizing the benefits of partnership has not been fully realized. Some 
ADB staff considered that the DPF should have more active participation from development partners 
with more opportunities to address GMS ministers directly. DPF should be a truly open platform that 
embraces the development partners’ contributions to upstream strategies, including sector and 
thematic strategies, preparation and quality control over the RIF, and the development of results 
frameworks. In all these areas, development partners have rich experiences that ought to be tapped. 
More direct and informal interchanges between the secretariat and the development partners, especially 
on strategy and results would clearly be helpful. At the same time, ADB could advertise the RIF to 
development partners more actively and consult more closely with development partners at an early 
stage of RIF preparation. Moreover, in areas of weakness in the GMS, such as trade facilitation, 
technology and digitization, or mainstreaming climate change, the development partners will be able 
to make a decisive difference. Also, development partners could take the lead on certain initiatives, e.g., 
in the working group on labor migration, where ADB has less involvement.  
 

102. Engaging the private sector continued to be challenging. The current ADB-financed GMS 
operations portfolio was financed almost entirely as public sector loans.106 The portfolio contains very 
few of the modalities that ADB normally uses to engage the private sector, such as infrastructure projects 
using the public–private partnership (PPP) modality, lending to SMEs via the domestic financial sector, 
direct lending to private companies through NSOs, and other public–private hybrid projects and 
programs. Although there were positive comments for some projects in tourism, energy, and agriculture 
sectors, governments, development partners, and ADB staff interviewed for this evaluation generally 
believed that, throughout the GMS Program, the private sector could be mobilized as a financier and as 
a source of knowledge, expertise, and innovation. Multilateral banks, including ADB, have embraced a 

 
105  Among the main reasons for cofinancing by development partners included project design quality, ADB’s project 

implementation capacity, and the general alignment between their corporate goals and those of the GMS. 
106  Except for the Nam Ngiep Hydro Project, which has financing from private sector banks and private sector consortium partners, 

and the sanitary and phytosanitary handling projects which worked closely with the private sector to improve standards and 
export performance.  
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set of principles adopted by G20 finance ministers in 2017 to create a framework for increasing private 
investment to support countries’ development objectives.107 GMS project instruments have not been 
used to reduce the risk of private investments under appropriate conditions. Equipping countries to 
attract and manage private solutions is a central task if the resource flow into the GMS is to be 
maximized.  
 
103. During the evaluation period, ADB made good efforts to support knowledge transfer. ADB 
provided knowledge and support technical assistance (KSTA) to support the preparation of strategic 
documents, investment programs, policy and regulatory frameworks, and action plans. It organized 
training programs, study visits, and knowledge events.108 During the COVID-19 outbreak, ADB set up 
online events to discuss ways to minimize the economic impact of the pandemic and measures to help 
the economy to recover after the pandemic.109 However, the use of KSTA instruments declined over 
2012–2020 and they focused mostly on the environment and TTF rather than energy and education and 
training. Capacity building was largely focused on project-level issues, with little attention paid to broad 
policy matters or regional institutional capacity development. Notwithstanding some significant 
achievements in some sectors,110 the application and uptake of knowledge by governments has generally 
been limited. Among the five areas that ADB projects contributed to, project beneficiaries in focus group 
discussions considered that knowledge transfer had contributed the least, especially in connectivity 
projects (Figure 8).111  
 

 
N = total number of participants in focus group discussions, n = number of participants by category, ADB = Asian Development 
Bank. 
Source: Focus group discussions with project beneficiaries conducted by Independent Evaluation Department evaluation team. 

 

 
107  G20 Information Centre. 2017. Communique. G20 Finance Ministers and Central Bank Governors (March 18, 2017). Baden 

Baden, Germany. The call is for all sources of private finance, expertise, and solutions to be systematically leveraged to 
supplement public resources. In tandem, the public sector will need to develop legal and regulatory frameworks, undertake 
key policy reforms, and engage new partners to achieve development goals. Success requires improving the enabling 
environment, developing regulatory conditions, building capacity, putting in place standards, financing a first mover or 
innovator, and reducing risks. Available at: http://www.g20.utoronto.ca/2017/170318-finance-en.html  

108  ADB has supported knowledge work in the GMS through the provision of policy and advisory TA, capacity building TA, and 
research and development TA—these are collectively classified as knowledge and support TA (KSTA). During 2012–2020, ADB 
approved a total of 37 KSTA projects amounting to almost $100 million. By number, the focus was on TTF (seven KSTA projects) 
and environment (six KSTA projects). In terms of volume, the focus was on the environment (28%), agriculture (20%), and TTF 
(14%). 

109  For instance, the Policy Actions for COVID-19 Economic Recovery (PACER) Dialogues.  
110  Some knowledge products included new approaches and best practice solutions to improve overall sector performance. For 

example, in energy, a series of publications presented how the integration of strategic environmental assessments into an 
integrated resource planning approach can enable power development plans to manage renewable energy sources more 
efficiently. In the environment, studies have explored nature-based solutions to build resilience to climate change, presenting 
resources, ideas, and information sourced from around the world. 

111  Each focus group discussion was asked to choose among the five areas that they considered ADB projects had contributed 
most significantly: “What are the most significant contributions of ADB-financed projects to your community?”. 
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104. ADB staff considered that more work was needed to strengthen partnerships between 

ADB knowledge departments and national and regional knowledge centers in the GMS (Appendix 
9). For example, ERCD and SDCC could contribute on livable cities and the fourth industrial revolution. 
Likewise, ADB could share its extensive knowledge base learned from other regional programs, including 
from CAREC and SASEC, more widely with GMS countries.112 During the virtual country missions, many 
government officials and staff from executing and implementing agencies felt that multi-country 
projects were not well coordinated and some felt the distribution of resources in RETA projects tended 
to favor more advanced members, a finding also recorded in the IED evaluation of the RCI Fund 
(footnote 66). Several national coordinators and line ministries also felt that more knowledge should be 
shared from more advanced countries. For instance, the PRC’s expertise on innovative growth potential 
and evolving technology and digitization could be shared to energize the GMS.   
 
105. More effort is needed to ensure the GMS Program is focused on development results. 

Monitoring and evaluation have been weak in the GMS Program, hindering learning and evidence-based 
mid-course corrections and evaluations of the effectiveness and impact. The GMS Program and the 
sector strategies lacked high-quality results frameworks with clear indicators, baselines, and targets. 113 
The projects and programs that were financed have not been guided by periodic tracking of progress 
toward regional development results. Monitoring efforts by the GMS governments and ADB have been 
focused on the achievement of financing targets and on the outputs and outcomes of individual 
projects, rather than on sector outcomes and regional development results. A good subregional results 
framework needs to be based on a clear theory of change leading to achieving the subregional (not just 
the national) impact of the program. This would entail tracing results across the borders of GMS 
interventions, e.g., results in trade expansion through time savings or regulatory burden lightening 
through connectivity interventions or similar results in energy trade or in health surveillance or migrants’ 
health. 
 

C. Summary 

 
106. The organizational structure of the GMS Program is generally appropriate and has been 

effective. Member countries are committed to the GMS at the highest political level and the GMS 
Program remains relevant and responsive to the development needs and priorities of the GMS countries. 
The multitiered structure of summits, ministerial conferences, senior officials’ meetings, sector working 
groups, and thematic forums works well. All this is backed up by ADB’s full commitment and strong 
support as the central coordinating body working in tandem with designated national coordinators. 
Over time, the GMS Program has gradually expanded and now covers nine sectors with projects and 
programs provided through well-established and sophisticated financial instruments and operational 
procedures. During 2012–2020, GMS countries were able to mobilize 131 projects (62% of those 
planned) for a total amount of $56 billion (71% of the amount planned) and have achieved some 
significant tangible results, especially in improving the cross-border roads network. 
 

107. The effectiveness of the GMS Program could have been strengthened in three key areas. 
First, ADB support to ensure sector working groups were in place and functioned effectively and GMS 
forums and councils engaged a broader range of stakeholders. Second, the Strategic Framework, 2012–
2022 was largely a continuity document from the previous two decades in its objectives, choice of 
sectors, and methods of implementing and reporting. RIF, 2013–2022 remained a compendium of 
projects for financing; it did not adequately reflect the operational approached articulated in the 
Strategic Framework, 2012–2022 for greater regional dimension of the program. Third, at the overall 

 
112  An example of thinking at the frontiers of a contemporary RCI strategy is provided by in ADB. 2020. Future of Regional 

Cooperation in Asia and the Pacific. Manila. 
113  The GMS Secretariat, in cooperation with the GMS countries, has adopted a system for periodically and continuously 

monitoring and reporting progress in project commitments, financing, and approvals of the projects in the RIF. This could 
serve as a useful model especially if its focus on development results is increased. Regarding data collection and collation, 
there is potential for the GMS Secretariat to build its statistical database around selected indicators (at both the overall level 
and the sector level).   
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GMS level and at the sector level, the program continued to operate without operational results 
frameworks, with clear indicators, baselines, and quantifiable targets, limiting the effective monitoring 
and evaluation of results and identification of lessons. 

 
108. ADB has played a central and critical role in the GMS Program and remained its lead 

financier during the evaluation period. Its contribution was recognized and highly appreciated by 
stakeholders. Of the six key functions provided as inputs to the GMS Program, ADB performed best in 
providing secretariat services, i.e., preparing strategic documents and operations pipelines, and 
organizing meetings and conferences and project financing. This was followed by coordinating activities 
across member countries, brokering between governments and development partners, and providing 
technical and policy advice. ADB has been less successful in engaging private businesses and ADB 
nonsovereign operations. It could do more to encourage the GMS countries to address frontier 
subregional development challenges or to improve the RIF, so it contains projects with a more regional 
focus and more diversified instruments. The results focus of the GMS Program remains weak. The 
commitment to the GMS objectives and coordination across ADB divisions has been mixed. ADB’s 
operational model lacks formal mechanisms for joint responsibility across sector divisions to ensure 
accountability and ownership of the final subregional development agenda, limiting the regional results 
of ADB-financed operations for the GMS. 
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109. The GMS Program was established in 1992 to promote regional cooperation and integration 
among six GMS countries. It’s overarching objectives were to make the subregion: (i) more connected, 
with better cross-border infrastructure links and economic corridors; (ii) more competitive, with more 
integrated markets, production processes, and value chains; and (iii) a stronger community capable of 
addressing common subregional social and environmental concerns. The evaluation used the results 
chain in the theory of change presented in Chapter 1 as the framework for assessing the extent to which 
ADB support had helped advance these objectives during 2012–2020. This chapter presents the 
evaluation’s conclusions concerning the overarching and subsidiary evaluation questions presented in 
Chapter 1. It summarizes the key issues and lessons that were identified and provides recommendations 
to make the GMS Program and ADB’s role in it more effective.   
 

A. Conclusions 

 
110. Overall, the evaluation found that ADB provided critical and effective institutional support 

for the GMS Program and its projects performed well at country level. At the subregional level, the 

contributions of ADB-financed operations portfolio to achieving the GMS overarching 

development objectives varied significantly across the sectors supported. ADB helped the GMS 
Program maintain an effective and stable platform for the member countries to work together toward a 
common vision of a more integrated, prosperous, and inclusive subregion, an agenda that would have 
otherwise been unreachable if left to individual countries. After 30 years, the GMS Program has 
established itself as one of the most successful and longest standing subregional programs supported by 
ADB. It remains relevant and responsive to the development needs and priorities of the member 
countries. With respect to development results, ADB-financed operations have enhanced regional 
infrastructure connectivity, particularly through the GMS roads network, and have made moderate 
contributions to improving regional competitiveness and community. Among the six expected outcomes 
of the Strategic Framework, 2012–2022, ADB’s financing helped increase the number of cross-border 
road passengers, road freight volumes, and intra-regional tourism. However, it made less contribution to 
trade facilitation measures, investment policies, safe labor migration, sustainable agricultural production, 
and nature conservation. ADB made no contributions to ICT as it withdrew from this sector in 2011. 
Overall, the key GMS RCI indicators either marginally improved or stayed unchanged during 2010–2020. 
The evaluation noted that, while the Strategic Framework, 2012–2022 results framework did not contain 
health sector outcomes, ADB support helped improve the performance of the GMS health system and to 
control communicable diseases in the region.  
 
111. ADB support for GMS connectivity significantly enhanced road transport infrastructure. It 

made some contribution to the GMS objectives of increased use of energy by all sectors and 

communities in the GMS, and minimal contribution to the cross-border movement of investment 

and labor. In transport, ADB supported the construction and/or rehabilitation of about 3,300 km of 
roads, significantly improving the road network in the GMS countries, contributing to a doubling of the 
number of cross-border road passengers and freight volume on roads during 2010–2018. ADB helped in 
laying the groundwork for connecting the GMS railways through the organization and operation of the 
GMS Railway Association. There was no ADB-financed investment project in the GMS railway sector 
approved during 2012–2020, but two major railway projects in Cambodia and Viet Nam approved in 
2006, were completed in 2016. ADB’s contribution to resolving the policy and institutional constraints 
on transport and trade was limited. Implementation of the GMS Cross-border Transport Facilitation 
Agreement (CBTA) and trade facilitation measures was slow, reflecting the challenges in aligning country 
trade policies, although there was some improvement and catching up with the implementation of the 
“Early Harvest” program of the CBTA. In energy, ADB helped in laying the groundwork for interconnecting 
the GMS power systems and developing a GMS power market, resulting in the increase of the number 
of member countries participating in cross-border power trade from 14 cross-border lines in 2012 to 19 
in 2020. One investment in a hydropower project was supported during the evaluation period, and 
cooperation continued to be heavily focused on electricity rather than on the energy sector in an 
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integrated manner. During 2010–2018, while road passengers and freight volumes doubled, investment 
and labor migration marginally improved or did not change.  
 
112. 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. The specific objectives of the GMS Program to improve competitiveness were not well-defined in 
the Strategic Framework, 2012–2022, and the ADB operations portfolio did not comprehensively or 
systematically address barriers to the integration of markets, production processes, and supply chains as 
an overarching objective. During 2012–2020, ADB support 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. Three 
relatively recent investments in trade and industry through an MFF and a project loan supported border 
economic zone development in Yunnan, PRC, and investment promotion in Guangxi, PRC. The ADB-
financed competitiveness portfolio made relatively small contributions to making the GMS a global 
provider of safe and environmentally friendly agricultural products, but contributed significantly to 
achieving sustainable urban development and developing secondary tourist destinations in the GMS. 
ADB’s contributions to improving competitiveness in trade and industry and increasing private sector 
participation was limited. ADB will need to make more systematic and integrated efforts at a much 
greater scale using both investment and TA resources if it is to make a meaningful change in regional 
competitiveness.   
 
113. ADB support for GMS community efforts made significant contributions to strengthening 

the GMS capacity to address public health issues, and some contributions to addressing regional 

environmental issues. ADB helped strengthen human resource development through higher education 
and vocational training projects; improve health programs, particularly communicable diseases control 
and HIV/AIDS prevention; and support environment programs through biodiversity conservation corridors 
and greater climate resilience in cities. The most significant contribution of ADB’s operational support 
for community was in the health sector, where ADB helped improve GMS health systems’ response to 
acute public health threats, to strengthen protection of vulnerable communities from the health impacts 
of regional integration, and to enhance human resource capacity for responding to health issues in the 
GMS. ADB’s contributions are reflected in a significant decline in the number of malaria and tuberculosis 
cases, and in the incidence of HIV/AIDS in the GMS between 2012 and 2020. In environment, ADB 
contributed to increased conservation of nature, including through its support to the GMS Biodiversity 
Conservation Corridors which is helping prevent and mitigate the fragmentation of biodiversity-rich 
forest landscapes in Cambodia, the Lao PDR, and Viet Nam, and restoring habitat on degraded farmlands. 
ADB also made efforts to incorporate climate resilience and disaster risk management strategies in GMS 
sector investments and to strengthen regulatory environments for sustainable development through 
improved policies and regulations. During 2010–2018, several regional environment and nature reserve 
indicators did not improve. Deforestation ranged from less than 1% to 3% of forest area annually in GMS 
countries, except for PRC and Viet Nam where the forest cover slightly increased. Carbon dioxide 
emissions in metric tons per capita increased (12%), the average GMS carbon dioxide emissions (kilo per 
PPP $ of GDP) did not change. The GMS overall environmental performance index declined. ADB 
operations made only minimal contributions to promoting cooperation in higher education and TVET. 
Greater efforts and significantly more investment will be needed across all these areas to make ADB 
community efforts more impactful.  
 
114. ADB institutional support has helped the GMS Program operate as an effective and stable 

platform. This was recognized and highly commended by stakeholders. During 2012–2020, ADB 
effectively supported the functioning of the GMS Program institutions, organizing and facilitating an 
average of 16 GMS meetings a year, with an average of over 2,000 participants a year. ADB provided 
exceptional secretariat services, facilitating, and coordinating joint actions across member countries, 
preparing strategic documents and operations pipelines, providing technical and policy advice, and 
serving as a bridge between the GMS governments and development partners. With ADB support, GMS 
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countries together were able to mobilize a significant operations portfolio of 131 projects (62% of those 
planned) amounting to $56 billion (71% of the planned amount) to sustain the GMS Program and achieve 
some significant tangible results, particularly in improving the physical infrastructure in the three GMS 
flagship economic corridors. The GMS Program has continued to operate effectively and remains a 
relevant partnership platform for GMS countries. ADB has made little progress in engaging the private 
sector and local stakeholders, including local governments, communities, and businesses.   
 

B. Issues 

 

115. The evaluation identified the following key issues that have limited development in the GMS 
subregion and ADB’s contributions to the GMS Program.  
 
116. ADB-financed investment projects are designed by each country individually and 

implemented country by country with little interaction among participating countries, limiting the 

benefits of cross-country spillover effects. GMS investment projects are labeled regional interventions 
but are designed and implemented as single-country operations. As a result, although many projects 
generated benefits for individual GMS countries, transboundary benefits have tended to be constrained. 
At the project level, completed and evaluated projects performed well. The great majority of ongoing 
mature investment projects are on track and likely to achieve their target outputs and outcomes, 
although with some delays. However, these achievements have contributed only modestly to the regional 
objectives. Although GMS projects are classified as regional cooperation and integration (RCI), there is 
room to strengthen the regional dimensions in their programming, design, and implementation. For 
instance, the selection of transport projects was initially based on specific transport planning guidelines 
and criteria. Subsequently, the selection of projects was carried out more in a consultative process among 
the GMS countries. This gave some flexibility to the program but made the subregional benefits from the 
selected projects less clear. Justifications of road sections in project reports and recommendations of the 
President (RRPs) often did not indicate how such roads would contribute to RCI. Likewise, demand 
analysis of the GMS economic corridor highways and linking roads, which could have been used to guide 
project selection, was lacking and many transport projects supported roads that were already in a good 
condition rather than roads in poor condition. The criteria for inclusion of projects in the RIF pipeline 
need to contain a stronger requirement that the selected projects produce regional benefits (including, 
perhaps, a theory of change from national to regional level outcomes). Similarly, the designs of individual 
GMS projects need to clearly indicate they will have regional benefits, and their implementation should 
involve greater cross-country cooperation.    
 
117. ADB operational support focused predominantly on improving cross-border physical 

infrastructure. By both the number of projects and the volume of financing, ADB support for 
connectivity dominated the portfolio, followed by competitiveness and community. The connectivity 
portfolio focused primarily on roads (82% of investment project [66%, including TA projects], 80% of 
financing). Support for transport and trade facilitation (TTF) was limited to three investment projects and 
eight TA projects (22% of projects, including both investment projects and TA projects) and only 1% of 
financing. No investment was made for promoting multimodal transport links. The connectivity 
operations portfolio did adequately address critical policy, institutional, and other barriers to connectivity 
to realize the subregional benefits of improved roads through increased cross-border flows of goods, 
people, and investment. ADB support for competitiveness was limited in scale (38 investment and TA 
projects, totaling $1.9 billion) and lacked a clear objective and systematic approach, with individual 
sectors (agriculture, tourism, trade and industry, and urban development) having no overall underlying 
strategy to guide their own agenda. Their respective sector strategies often did not complement each 
other, nor did they directly lead to integration of markets, production processes, and value chains. 
Likewise, the community operations portfolio (33 investment and TA projects, totaling $950 million) was 
smaller than those for connectivity and competitiveness and too small to make an appreciable 
contribution, given the magnitude and long-term character of the regional public goods issues being 
addressed. While ADB support for health has been strengthened by the addition of a dedicated strategic 



Conclusions, Issues, Lessons, and Recommendations 59 
 

   

 

framework and working group, future ADB support for safe labor migration is unclear, as ADB does not 
have a distinct comparative advantage in this area (other institutions such as ASEAN are taking the lead). 
Overall, ADB support for physical infrastructure accounted for 66% of projects and 85% of financing, 
with the balance being for policies, regulations, systems and procedures, knowledge and capacity, 
strategies, and institutions to support the development and operation of physical structures. 
 
118. ADB operational support has relied overwhelmingly on the standard project financing 

modality. There was a near absence of other financing instruments: only three MFFs, one RBL, and no 
PBL, in the sovereign portfolio and only one NSO in the whole portfolio. The Strategic Framework, 2012–
2022 gave no consideration to widening the range of instruments and ADB has made little effort to 
remedy this. More diversified instruments would have helped deepen the regional dimension of GMS 
activities. For instance, PBL could be used to advance reforms in such areas as trade facilitation, enabling 
the business environment, climate change, and digitization, where the cross-border benefits are large 
and where complex cross-country coordination is required. Similarly, RBL could be used in cases where 
there are strong systems for financial management and procurement, and where results-based 
disbursement-linked indicators could be developed, such as in agriculture, health, and environment. 
Finally, MFFs and operations such as PPPs, intermediary loans, or NSOs could be used to reach under-
served sectors such as SMEs or to provide financing to the private sector.   
 
119. Inadequate results frameworks and results monitoring efforts at both the overall GMS level 

and sector levels continue to be a major weakness of the GMS Program. The GMS overall results 
framework had general sector outputs and outcomes with no specific indicators and targets. There was 
no effort made to transform the outline results framework included in Strategic Framework, 2012–2022 
into an operational results framework with clear indicators and quantifiable targets which could be used 
to monitor and assess implementation progress and overall results at the regional level. Likewise, most 
sector results frameworks did not have well-defined and monitorable indicators, baselines, and targets, 
and there was no system for monitoring sector development results that could have helped assess the 
sector contributions to achieving the GMS overall objectives. Moreover, the timing of many sector 
strategies was not aligned with the Strategic Framework, 2012–2020, further obscuring the links 
between the support provided and the overarching expected results. Government and ADB monitoring 
efforts focused primarily on process and the achievement of financing targets and project performance, 
not on regional development results. The GMS Program monitors project progress through the 
production of a statistical database. This needs to be supplemented by analytical review and proactive 
follow-up actions.     

 
120. While GMS institutions, cross-country cooperation, ADB’s role, and GMS Program 

ownership were generally appropriate, there is room for improvement. The GMS meeting structure 
and the range of instruments used by GMS in carrying out its work are generally sound and suitable. 
There is good cross-country cooperation at the macro-level, with the GMS Program making a significant 
contribution toward improving cross-country cooperation. However, the role of GMS institutions in the 
decision-making structure could be strengthened in the RIF process to give more balance between the 
national and regional needs. Cross-country cooperation was uneven at the sector level and low at the 
project level, with project teams in multi-country projects hardly interacting during project 
implementation. In addition, coordination across working groups, cross-thematic links, and engagement 
of stakeholders in forums and councils could have been more effective. A good number of government 
and ADB staff raised questions about the extent of country ownership of the GMS Program, considering 
the dominant financial support and role played by ADB.   
 

C. Lessons 

 
121. The GMS Program has confirmed that subregional economic cooperation can work and 

generate benefits that would otherwise be unachievable if left to individual countries. The GMS 
Program is fully supported by member countries at the highest political level and works well as a 
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partnership platform. It has well-established institutional and operational instruments and procedures 
and operates through joint projects. During 2012–2020, GMS countries successfully mobilized 80 
investment projects and 51 TA projects, totaling about $56 billion. These operations had significant 
tangible achievements in regional road connectivity, tourism, and communicable disease control. 
Although it was established by countries with diverse interests and historical backgrounds, the GMS 
Program is the longest standing and one of the most successful subregional programs supported by ADB. 
It has demonstrated that regional development cooperation can work, and it has supported the regional 
development goals of the ADB Charter. It has addressed critical regional bottlenecks and generated 
benefits from economies of scale. A critical factor in the success of the GMS has been the continued 
commitment of national leaders and ministries. ADB can play an important role in subregional 
cooperation by acting as a facilitator and by providing neutral technical and economic advice, helping 
develop partnerships, and coordinating joint actions.  
 

122. 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. During the virtual country missions conducted for this evaluation, national ministries expressed 
a clear preference for a one-country and one-sector approach so that countries can access and utilize 
ADB resources quickly and effectively. Early engagement of national stakeholders helps expose them to 
transparent selection requirements for candidate projects, funding allocations, business processes, and 
the responsibilities and accountabilities of participating countries, to enable them to put in place more 
informed checks and balances. This also helps minimize misunderstandings about project targets, 
improve country ownership, and strengthen project-level cross-country cooperation during 
implementation. Such early engagement therefore increases the overall benefits of projects with several 
participating countries. The GMS has so far focused primarily on central governments and not enough 
on subnational agencies, communities, and other stakeholders. In addition to high-level commitment 
and leadership from the GMS countries and ADB, active engagement of such stakeholders as subnational 
governments, private companies, and local communities and businesses from the outset can help 
improve country ownership and regional benefits. As ADB is a regional development financial institution, 
it needs to ensure an active representation of countries and stakeholders in its operations and a balance 
between national and regional interests in the selection of projects for the pipeline. 
 

123. A more focused approach would improve the development results of ADB’s operational 

support. During 2012–2020, ADB was involved in nine GMS sectors and financed as many as 18 
investments in transport. However, it financed as few as three investments in TTF and trade and industry 
and just one in higher education and TVET. It seems that ADB has spread its efforts and resources too 
thinly in addressing non-infrastructure aspects of connectivity and the competitiveness and community 
agendas, so it is not surprising that development results in these areas were limited. This is consistent 
with the findings of IED’s previous evaluations that the ADB program is spread across several sectors, 
yielding only modest results. ADB has found it easier to finance and to secure ownership of tangible 
initiatives, such as infrastructure projects, than of subregion-wide policy reform or institutional 
strengthening. While the cost of projects involving several countries may be low, the overhead cost and 
staff efforts required increase with the number of countries involved. 
 

D. Recommendations 

 

124. The evaluation offers the following recommendations to ADB to help the effective 
implementation of the recently approved GMS Program Strategic Framework 2030 (GMS-2030), improve 
the process and content of the new Regional Investment Framework (RIF), and strengthen the regional 
development results of ADB support. 
 
125. Recommendation 1: Strengthen the development results of ADB support through a greater 

focus on non-infrastructure elements of subregional cooperation. The evaluation noted that the 
GMS-2030 has shifted the community agenda to the forefront in its mission statement. The evaluation 
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agrees with this strategic reorientation, giving more prominence to regional public goods. ADB could 
strategically position itself as an effective development financier by using an integrated approach to 
support GMS programs and projects that comprehensively address issues in geographical locations of 
significant impact such as border economic zones along the GMS economic corridors. At the operational 
level, ADB will need to be more selective among the cooperation areas called for in the GMS-2030. It 
should focus on sectors and thematic areas where it has a demonstrated comparative advantage in RCI 
operations, while at the same time finetuning approaches to give more emphasis on the soft aspects of 
GMS development. For instance, ADB could make a greater focus on the soft aspects of GMS cooperation 
such as transport and trade facilitation, investment policies and regulations affecting private sector 
participation, and policy framework for logistics, to improve the development results of its support for 
connectivity and competitiveness in the GMS. In community, ADB could further strengthen and build on 
its track record in health. The COVID-19 pandemic experience underscores the need to continue 
supporting cooperation among the GMS countries in responding to similar events in the future. 
Environment issues in the GMS are complex and will take time to address, so ADB support in environment 
not only has to be sustained but also ramped up to make a significant and cumulative impact on the 
long-term sustainability of the GMS.  
 
126. Recommendation 2: Prepare a new regional investment framework (RIF) based on clear 

and consistent selection criteria. The next RIF should provide a clear rationale for project selection and 
include only those with strong regional character that provide integrated solutions to address cross-
sector and cross-country issues. Selected projects should have clear government commitment to finance 
and implement. In addition, the new RIF should take a differentiated approach to allow more advanced 
countries to contribute models and pilot solutions for other countries to replicate, while the GMS 
Program continues to provide a joint platform for greater participation and ownership across the GMS 
countries. Specifically, ADB should: 

(i) Set clear guidelines for project selection and stringently apply ADB’s RCI scorecard to 
ensure regional benefits. A clear, consistent, and operational definition of a GMS project 
or activity should be adopted to avoid inconsistent applications.   

(ii) Strengthen country ownership of the RIF planned financing by ensuring that countries 
submit projects that are clearly feasible from a financial and implementation perspective.    

(iii) Widen participation in the RIF process with greater engagement of governments at both 
national and subnational levels, development partners, the private sector, and ADB sector 
divisions and resident missions.  
 

127. Recommendation 3: Ensure sector strategies are aligned with GMS-2030, and strengthen 

the monitoring and reporting of the development results of the GMS Program. In the past, sector 
strategies covered different time periods, and were often not synchronized with the timeframe of the 
overall strategic framework. ADB should ensure that in future sector strategies are aligned with GMS-
2030. To strengthen development results, a more systematic approach is needed to ensure the 
achievement of the GMS-2030 objectives. ADB should: 

(i) Provide clear guidelines for the preparation of sector strategies and results frameworks. 
These should be provided to sector working groups to ensure the synergy of the 
timeframes, goals, outcomes, and monitoring indicators between GMS-2030 and sector 
strategies. 

(ii) Ensure the results focus of the GMS Program. The GMS Program should develop a realistic 
and operational subregional results framework to monitor progress along key RCI 
indicators. A good point of reference is the RCI priority results presented in the ADB RCI 
OP-7, Section IV. In addition, ADB should help form a task force consisting of 
representatives from the key national bodies to formulate a plan for monitoring and 
evaluating results under GMS-2030.  

(iii) Help present GMS-wide and sector-level results in GMS meetings and make them publicly 
accessible online. An annual publication of GMS development effectiveness review 
reporting progress and trends along key RCI indicators could be considered.  
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128. Recommendation 4: Broaden the participation of regional and global organizations and 

the private sector. ADB plays a critical role in the GMS Program and its leadership and commitment is 
widely appreciated by stakeholders. ADB should:  

(i) Ensure that the Development Partners’ Forum is a truly open platform. Participation 
should be broadened to include other regional and international organizations, such as 
WHO, the International Labour Organization, the World Trade Organization, the Mekong 
River Commission, and ASEAN. The agenda should be enriched by reflecting wider 
regional and global experience, best practices, and standards in areas such as policies to 
promote regional trade and investment, integrated approaches to trade facilitation, 
technology and digitization, and cross-cutting impacts of climate change. Development 
partners may be tasked to play a supporting role in some of the sector working groups 
where ADB does not have a distinct comparative advantage, e.g., regional cooperation 
in labor migration.  

(ii) Increase opportunities for private sector participation. ADB needs to look for ways to 
increase private sector participation in GMS work, particularly in program and project 
planning and design, implementation, financing, and monitoring. 

 
129. Recommendation 5: Provide programmatic support for knowledge and institutional 

capacity building. Specifically, ADB could: 
(i) Provide programmatic support for knowledge. The knowledge products should be less 

project-related and should address regional challenges more broadly. ADB may support 
a strategic review of knowledge products in the GMS and adopt a programmatic 
approach for knowledge generation and utilization in support of GMS-2030. ADB should 
ensure the participation of a wide spectrum of stakeholders in this work, including 
academics and think tanks, development partners, and the private sector.  

(ii) Strengthen GMS institutions and country ownership of the GMS Program. In particular, 
ADB should help strengthen coordination between working groups and encourage 
mechanisms to support cross-thematic links. Likewise, ADB should help improve the 
effectiveness of forums and councils with wider engagement of stakeholders. As this 
partnership is already well-established and mature, ADB should explore with the GMS 
countries options for further increasing full country ownership and enhancing 
subregional cooperation and integration objectives. 

 
130. Recommendation 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. Actions may include: 

(i) Strengthening the project justification by emphasizing regional and subregional benefits, 
with a stronger project RCI classification system in line with the RCI Scorecard. Cross-
country coordination mechanisms should be included in the project design and 
implementation. 

(ii) Using more diverse financing instruments to provide, where appropriate, integrated 
solutions to address cross-sector and cross-thematic issues, in line with ADB’s Strategy-
2030. Public–private partnerships and private sector loans using the “One ADB” approach 
should be used to engage the private sector.  

(iii) Paying more attention to project results monitoring and evaluation using sound regional 
indicators, baselines, and targets to ensure regional as well as national benefits. 
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APPENDIX 1: GREATER MEKONG SUBREGION OVERVIEW 

 
1. The Greater Mekong Subregion (GMS) covers 2.6 million square kilometers and contains a rich 

range of terrestrial, freshwater, and marine ecosystems. It was home to an estimated 352 million people 
in 2020 from culturally and economically diverse ethnic groups and political backgrounds. During 2010–2020, 
the GMS countries experienced impressive economic growth, with an average annual real GDP growth rate of 
about 6.1% (Table A1.1).1 The subregion made good progress in reducing poverty and the population living 
below the national poverty line declined from 18% in 2010 to 11% in 2019. GMS countries have generally 
done relatively well in containing the spread of coronavirus disease (COVID-19), but like everywhere in the 
world, the economic growth of the subregion has been disrupted during the pandemic. As of 30 August 2021, 
the GMS had reported 2.2 million positive cases, with an average of 6,041 positive cases and 111 deaths per 
1 million population—significantly lower than the global figures of 27,890 cases and 580 deaths per 1 million 
population.2 It has been estimated that the GMS economy grew by 0.2% in 2020,3 better than the estimated 
3.3% decline in GDP growth worldwide.4 In general, the PRC (Yunnan and Guangxi) and, to some extent, Viet 
Nam outperformed the other countries in many major socioeconomic indicators during this period. Table A1.1 
lists key indicators for the subregion during 2010–2020.  
 

Table A1.1: Greater Mekong Subregion Key Indicators, 2010–2020 

Indicator CAM LAO MYA PRC
 

THA VIE GMS-wide 

Population (2020, million) 15.8 7.3 54.8 106.6a 69.8 97.3 351.6 
GDP volume (2020, current $ billion) 26.9 18.9 80.4 764.0a 501.7 271.2 1,663.1 
Real GDP growth rate  
(annual average, 2010–2020, %) 

6.1 6.5 6.7 8.8b 2.8 6.0 6.1 

Real GDP growth rate in 2020 (%) -3.1 -0.5 3.3 3.8c -6.1 2.9 0.2d 
Contribution to GDP (2019, %)        

Agriculture 22.1 17.1 21.4 6.9 8.1 15.5 15.2 
Industry 36.5 34.7 38.0 45.2 33.6 38.3 37.7 
Services 41.4 48.2 40.7 47.9 58.3 46.2 47.1 

GDP per capita (2019, current $) 1,621 2,535 1,221 6,571 7,807 2,715 4,568e 
Population living below the national 
poverty line (2019, % of total) 

13.5 18.3 24.8    0.6 6.2   5.8 11.5 

Population living below the national 
poverty line (2010, % of total) 

30.1 27.6 25.6 3.8 7.8 14.5 18.2 

COVID-19 cases/1 million peoplef 5,452 2,003 7,155 66 17,000 4,570 6,041 
CAM = Cambodia, COVID-19 = coronavirus disease, GDP = gross domestic product, GMS = Greater Mekong Subregion, LAO = Lao 
People’s Democratic Republic, MYA = Myanmar, PRC = the People’s Republic of China, THA = Thailand, VIE = Viet Nam. 
Note: The People’s Republic of China data are country-level data, unless indicated otherwise. 
a Estimate only. Data for Yunnan and Guangxi in the PRC are up to 2019. The average annual growth rate of the PRC from 2010 to 2019 
was used in the most recent year (2020). Data for other GMS countries were from ADB. 2021. Basic Statistics. Manila. 
b Combined average of Guangxi (8.2%) and Yunnan (9.5%), 2010–2020. GMS Secretariat. 2021 (unpublished). Macro Data. 
c GMS Secretariat. 2021 (unpublished). Macro Data. Derived from the average GDP growth rate of Guangxi (3.7%) and Yunnan (4.0%) in 
2020. For the PRC overall, the real GDP growth rate in 2020 was lower (2.3%). 
d GMS Secretariat. 2021 (unpublished). Macro Data.  
e Based on Asian Development Bank (ADB). 2021. Asian Economic Integration Report. Manila. 
f Data as of 30 August 2021.  
Sources: ADB. 2021. Asian Economic Integration Report. Manila; ADB. 2021. Asian Development Outlook. Manila (April); ADB.  Various 
Years. Key Indicators. Manila; ADB. 2020 and 2021. Basic Statistics. Manila; and ADB. 2012. Basic Statistics. Manila; GMS Secretariat 
estimates, Worldometer. 2020 Population by Country. https://www.worldometers.info/world-population/ (accessed 19 July 2021). COVID 
data on Worldometer: worldometers.info (accessed 30 August 2021); International Monetary Fund. 2021. World Economic Outlook. 
Washington, DC (April). 

 

 

 
1  This rate was lower than the pre-pandemic period average of 7.2%, 2010–2019.  
2  COVID data on Worldometer: worldometers.info (accessed 30 August 2021). 
3  GMS Secretariat. 2021 (unpublished). Macro Data.  
4  International Monetary Fund. 2021. World Economic Outlook. Washington, DC. 

https://apc01.safelinks.protection.outlook.com/?url=https%3A%2F%2Fwww.worldometers.info%2Fworld-population%2F&data=04%7C01%7Cacmorales%40adb.org%7Cd39579044c4340a1224008d94849f168%7C9495d6bb41c24c58848f92e52cf3d640%7C1%7C0%7C637620304680460377%7CUnknown%7CTWFpbGZsb3d8eyJWIjoiMC4wLjAwMDAiLCJQIjoiV2luMzIiLCJBTiI6Ik1haWwiLCJXVCI6Mn0%3D%7C1000&sdata=wudECU%2Bcqz8edcWeq%2Buq6Lp3w3M5%2F62477OrOfUy8Aw%3D&reserved=0
https://apc01.safelinks.protection.outlook.com/?url=https%3A%2F%2Fwww.worldometers.info%2Fcoronavirus%2F&data=04%7C01%7Cacmorales%40adb.org%7Cd39579044c4340a1224008d94849f168%7C9495d6bb41c24c58848f92e52cf3d640%7C1%7C0%7C637620304680470371%7CUnknown%7CTWFpbGZsb3d8eyJWIjoiMC4wLjAwMDAiLCJQIjoiV2luMzIiLCJBTiI6Ik1haWwiLCJXVCI6Mn0%3D%7C1000&sdata=XRmE6LnNijtvO4rMEhFBQx29Vv9%2BCsEqh%2BaVzZVIvcE%3D&reserved=0
https://apc01.safelinks.protection.outlook.com/?url=https%3A%2F%2Fwww.worldometers.info%2Fcoronavirus%2F&data=04%7C01%7Cacmorales%40adb.org%7Cd39579044c4340a1224008d94849f168%7C9495d6bb41c24c58848f92e52cf3d640%7C1%7C0%7C637620304680470371%7CUnknown%7CTWFpbGZsb3d8eyJWIjoiMC4wLjAwMDAiLCJQIjoiV2luMzIiLCJBTiI6Ik1haWwiLCJXVCI6Mn0%3D%7C1000&sdata=XRmE6LnNijtvO4rMEhFBQx29Vv9%2BCsEqh%2BaVzZVIvcE%3D&reserved=0
https://www.worldometers.info/coronavirus/
https://www.worldometers.info/coronavirus/
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2. GMS regional connectivity generally increased during 2010–2020, particularly in the volume of 

passengers and freight, the logistics performance index, use of internet and mobile phones, and intra-

GMS trade.
5 GMS connectivity metrics have improved over the past 10 years, with Thailand, Viet Nam, and 

Cambodia generally performing better than the other countries (Table A1.2). Regarding infrastructure 
connectivity, between 2010–2018, total passenger volume (passenger-km million) increased by 76% and 
freight volume (tons-km million) by 73%. The average GMS logistics performance index improved from 2.81 
to 2.98.6 In terms of internet and mobile phone coverage, the percentage of the population with an internet 
connection increased more than fivefold during 2010–2020, and cellular subscriptions increased from 64 per 
100 people in 2010 to 126 in 2019. Regarding trade, while intra-GMS and GMS-world trade volumes increased 
significantly, the overall GMS trade openness index (trade as a percentage of gross domestic product [GDP]) 
decreased from 77% in 2010 to 75% in 2019.7 The GMS-wide trade intensity index based on country averages 
was relatively stable at 3.2 during 2010–2019, ranging from 1.7 for Thailand to 6.0 for Lao PDR in 2019.8  
 

Table A1.2: Greater Mekong Subregion: Key Connectivity Indicators, 2010–2020 

Indicator 2010 

Latest Year 

with Data Lead Performers (Countries) 

1. Road transport    

• Passenger (passenger-km million) 178,616 313,595 (2018)a Viet Nam 

• Freight volume (ton-km million) 209,459 361,629 (2018) PRC (Guangxi, Yunnan) 

2. Rail transport    

• Passenger (passenger-km million) 44,208 77,413 (2018) Myanmar, PRC (Guangxi) 

• Freight volume (ton-km million) 132,824 113,063 (2016) PRC (Guangxi, Yunnan) 

3. Overall logistics performance indexb 2.81 2.98 (2018) PRC (3.61) and Thailand (3.41) 

• Competence and quality of logistics 
services 

2.66 2.96 (2018) PRC and Thailand 

• Efficiency of customs clearance process 2.54 2.76 (2018) PRC and Thailand 

• Ease of arranging competitively priced 
shipments 

2.81 2.98 (2018) PRC and Thailand 

• Frequency with which shipments reach 
consignee within scheduled time 

3.41 3.37 (2018) PRC and Thailand 

• Quality of trade and transport-related 
infrastructure 

2.54 2.76 (2018) PRC and Thailand 

• Ability to track and trace consignments 2.90 3.03 (2018) PRC and Thailand 

4. Burden of customs proceduresc  2.61 3.17 (2017) PRC and Thailand 

5. Internet and mobile phones    

• Internet use (% of population) 12.3 65.1 (2020) Thailand  

• Cellular subscription (% of population) 64.1 125.6 (2019) Thailand  

6. Trade    

• Intra-GMS trade value ($ billion) 202 639 (2020) PRC  

• Trade openness index (% of GDP) 76.6 75.3 (2019) Viet Nam and Cambodia  

 
5  Regional connectivity refers to the physical, institutional, and people-to-people links that contribute to a more integrated region. 

Physical connectivity refers to transport, information and communication technology, and energy, while institutional connectivity 
covers trade, investment, and services liberalization. People-to-people links relate to tourism, culture, and education. ASEAN 
Secretariat. 2017. Master Plan on ASEAN Connectivity 2025. Jakarta. 

6   The World Bank’s Logistics Performance Index captures the relative ease and efficiency with which goods can be moved in and out of 
a country and is measured by a scale from 1 to 5, where 1 = worst and 5 = best. The index is a weighted average of a country’s 
scores on six subindexes: (i) efficiency of customs and border clearance by border control agencies (i.e., speed, simplicity, and 
predictability of formalities); (ii) quality of trade and transport-related infrastructure (e.g., ports, railroads, roads, and information 
technology); (iii) ease of arranging competitively priced shipments; (iv) competence and quality of logistics services (e.g., transport 
operators and customs brokers); (v) ability to track and trace consignments; and (vi) timeliness of shipments in reaching a destination 
within the scheduled or expected delivery time. 

7   This was mostly due to a decrease in the indexes of Thailand and Lao PDR. In 2019, the country trade openness index in 2019 was 
above 100% for Viet Nam and Cambodia. It was lower for Guangxi (22%) and Yunnan (10%). 

8  Trade intensity index is the ratio of a trading partner’s share to a country or region’s total trade and the share of world trade with 
the same trading partner. An index that exceeds 1 indicates that the trade flow between countries or regions is larger than expected, 
given their importance in world trade (i.e., the trade relationship is intense). Available at: 
https://aric.adb.org/integrationindicators/technotes#trade-intensity-index   

https://aric.adb.org/integrationindicators/technotes#trade-intensity-index
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Indicator 2010 

Latest Year 

with Data Lead Performers (Countries) 

• Trade intensity index 3.18a 3.20 (2019)a Lao PDR  

7. Electricity    

• Imported (terawatt-hours) 17 27 (2016) Thailand  

• Exported (terawatt-hours) 10 6 (2016) Lao PDR and Yunnan, PRC  

• Consumption (kilowatt-hours per 
capita) 

1,090 1,396 (2014) PRC and Thailand  

GDP = gross domestic product, GMS = Greater Mekong Subregion, Lao PDR = Lao People’s Democratic Republic, PRC = People’s 
Republic of China. 
a Does not include Guangxi and Yunnan due to non-availability of recent data. 
b Country data. No data for Guangxi and Yunnan of the People’s Republic of China. Scale of 1 to 5: 1 = worst and 5 = best. 
c Measures the perception of business executives of the efficiency of country’s customs procedures. Scale of 1 to 5, 1 = low and 5 = 
high.  
Sources: ADB. Asia Regional Integration Center Database. https://aric.adb.org/database/integration; GMS Statistical Database. 
https://www.greatermekong.org/stats; GMS Secretariat. 2021 (unpublished) Macro Data; International Monetary Fund International 
Trade Statistics Database. https://imf.org/en/Data; World Bank. 2020. Logistics Performance Index Report. Washington, DC. 
https://lpi.worldbank.org/; World Bank. World Development Indicators Database. https://databank.worldbank.org 

 
3. The regional competitiveness of the GMS did not improve during 2010–2020 and its global 

competitiveness index was unchanged at 4.2 (out of 7) in 2010–2017. The performance marginally 
improved from 59 to 60 (out of 100) in 2018–2019.

9 Overall, the PRC, Thailand, and Viet Nam performed 
better than Cambodia, Lao PDR, and Myanmar in most metrics, with the global competitiveness index score 
improving from 4.8 to 5.0 for the PRC and from 4.3 to 4.4 for Viet Nam during 2010-2017. In 2019, 
improvements were seen mainly in the GMS enabling environment and, to a more limited extent, in human 
capital, markets, and innovation. In terms of the travel and tourism competitiveness index, the GMS index 
declined slightly from 4.1 to 4.0 during 2011–2019. While the enabling environment and travel and tourism 
policy subindexes improved over this period, the natural and cultural resources subindex decreased from 4.4 
to 3.5. Before the coronavirus disease (COVID-19) pandemic, world tourist arrivals in the GMS more than 
doubled from 32 million in 2010 to 87 million in 2019. Tourism receipts tripled from $28 billion to $86 billion 
over the same period, with Thailand and Viet Nam being the top two tourist destinations.  In terms of ease of 
doing business, the most globally competitive countries and the easiest to do business with were Thailand, 
the PRC, and Viet Nam, with ranking during 2015–2020 moving up from 26 to 21 for Thailand; from 90 to 31 
for the PRC; and from 78 to 70 for Viet Nam. In terms of foreign direct investment inflows, Viet Nam had the 
largest share, which more than doubled from 24% to 57% over 2010–2019 (Table A1.3). 
 

Table A1.3: Progress in Greater Mekong Subregion Competitiveness Key Indicators, 2010–2020 

Indicator (Country Average) 2010 

Latest Year 

with Data 

Lead Performers 

(Countries) 

1a.  Overall global competitiveness index, 2010-2017a 4.2 4.2 (2017) Unchanged during 
2010–2017  

• Basic requirements 4.6 4.6 PRC, Thailand 

• Efficiency enhancers 4.2 4.2 PRC, Thailand 

• Innovation and sophistication factors  3.7 3.7 PRC, Thailand 

1b.  Overall global competitiveness index, 2018-2019b 59 (2018) 60 (2019) Slight change from 2018 
to 2019 

• Enabling environment 62 64 PRC, Thailand, Viet Nam 

• Human capital 65 66 PRC, Thailand, Viet Nam   

• Markets 61 62 PRC, Thailand  

• Innovation ecosystem 47 48 PRC, Thailand  

2. Travel and tourism competitiveness indexc 4.1 (2011) 4.0 (2019)  

 
9  Competitiveness refers to the attributes and qualities of an economy that allow for a more efficient use of the factors of production. 

At the regional level, competitiveness reflects the ability of the region to compete in the global market. It is linked to the enabling 
environment, human capital, markets, and innovation ecosystem (business dynamism, and innovation capability). Until 2018, it was 
measured on a scale from 1 to 7, where 1 = worst and 7 = best. Thereafter, it was measured from 0 to 100, where 0 = worst and 
100 = optimal. World Economic Forum. The Global Competitiveness Report. Geneva. 

https://aric.adb.org/database/integration
https://www.greatermekong.org/stats
https://imf.org/en/Data
https://lpi.worldbank.org/
https://databank.worldbank.org/


Appendix 1: Greater Mekong Subregion Brief Overview 67 
 

 

 

Indicator (Country Average) 2010 

Latest Year 

with Data 

Lead Performers 

(Countries) 

• Enabling environment 4.3 4.7 PRC, Thailand  

• Travel and tourist business environment and 
infrastructure d 

3.5 - Thailand, PRC, Viet Nam 

• Travel and tourism policy and enabling conditions - 4.4 Thailand, Cambodia, 
Viet Nam 

• Infrastructure - 3.4 Thailand, PRC, Viet Nam 

• Natural and cultural resources 4.4 3.5 PRC  

3. Overall ease of doing business index scoree 56.8 (2015) 63.1 (2020) Thailand, PRC, Viet Nam 

4. Tourism indicators    

• Number of tourists traveling within GMS (‘000) 9,543 51,058 (2018) Thailand, Viet Nam 

• Number of world tourist arrivals in GMS (‘000) 32,593 87,004 (2019)f Thailand, Viet Nam 

• Tourist receipts ($ billion) 28.5 85.7 (2019)g Thailand, Viet Nam 

• Intra-GMS tourist exchange 5.9 22.6 (2018)g PRC, Myanmar 

5. Foreign direct investment    

• Openness to foreign direct investment (FDI) (net 
flows of FDI as % of GDP) 

4.3 4.5 (2019) Cambodia  

• Intra-GMS FDI inflows ($ billion) 2.2 0.7 (2020) PRC 

• FDI inflows from the world ($ million) 33,148 28,327 (2019) Viet Nam  
GDP = gross domestic product, GMS = Greater Mekong Subregion, FDI = foreign direct investment, PRC = People’s Republic of China. 
a The global competitive index used from 2010 to 2017 was a composite index consisting of (i) basic requirements (institutions, 
infrastructure, macroeconomic environment, and health and primary education); (ii) efficiency enhancers (higher education and 
training, goods market efficiency, labor market efficiency, financial market development, technological readiness, and market size); 
and (iii) innovation and sophistication factors (business sophistication and innovation). It uses a scale of 1 to 7: 1 = worst and 7 = 
best. World Economic Forum. 2011. The Global Competitiveness Report. Geneva. 
b The global competitiveness index scoring and subindexes changed in 2018 when the index became a composite index comprising:  
(i) enabling environment (institutions, infrastructure, ICT adoption, and macroeconomic stability); (ii) human capital (health and skills); 
(iii) markets (product market, labor market, financial system, and market size); and (iv) innovation ecosystem (business dynamism and 
innovation capability). It uses a scale of 0 to 100: 0 = worst and 100 = optimal. World Economic Forum. 2018. The Global 

Competitiveness Report. Geneva. 
c The travel and tourism competitiveness index has four components: (i) enabling environment (business environment, safety and 
security, health and hygiene, human resources and labor market, and ICT readiness);  (ii) travel and tourism policy and enabling 
conditions (prioritization of travel and tourism, international openness, price competitiveness, and environmental sustainability);  
(iii) infrastructure (air transport infrastructure, ground and port infrastructure, and tourist service infrastructure); and (iv) natural and 
cultural resources (natural resources, cultural resources and business travel). It uses a scale of 1 to 7: 1 = worst and 7 = best. World 
Economic Forum. 2019. The Travel and Tourism Competitiveness Report. Geneva. 
d This subindex was disaggregated in 2019 into (i) travel and tourism policy and enabling conditions and (ii) infrastructure.  
e The ease of doing business index covers 10 areas of business regulation: starting a business, dealing with construction permits, getting 
electricity, registering property, getting credit, protecting minority investors, paying taxes, trading across borders, enforcing contracts, 
and resolving insolvency. It uses a scale of 0 to 100: 100 = best. World Bank. 2020. Doing Business. Washington, DC.  
f This number declined to an estimated 14,320 arrivals in 2020 due to the COVID-19 pandemic. Based on the GMS Secretariat. 2021 
(unpublished). Macro Data.  
g Data exclude Guangxi and Yunnan in PRC. Data not available. 
Sources: Asian Development Bank. Various Years. Key Indicators. Manila; GMS Secretariat. 2021 (unpublished). Macro Data.; World 
Economic Forum. Various Years. The Travel and Tourism Competitiveness Report. Geneva; World Economic Forum. Various Years. The 

Global Competitiveness Report. Geneva; World Bank. Various Years. Doing Business. Washington, DC. 

 
4. The GMS community has seen some improvement in access to basic services and communicable 

disease control, but environment indicators have declined.
10 Contributors to the improved access to basic 

services data include: the proportion of the population using safe drinking water (83% in 2010, 88% in 2015), 
access to a sanitation facility (57% in 2010, 73% in 2015), and access to electricity (81% in 2014, 93% in 
2019). At the same time, the GMS tuberculosis cases per 100,000 population declined by 30% (from 274 in 
2011 to 191 in 2019) and the malaria cases per 1,000 population at risk dropped by 74% (from 20.1 in 2010 
to 5.3 in 2018). COVID-19 infections and deaths per 1 million population in the GMS are much lower than 

 
10  Community is referred to in a broad sense as a group of people who share common perspectives and interests and engage in joint 

action to bring about change. https://www.sociologygroup.com/community-meaning/ 

https://www.sociologygroup.com/community-meaning/
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those world-wide.11 Generally, the PRC, Thailand and Viet Nam performed significantly better than the other 
three countries in these indicators. From an environment and climate change perspective, the GMS lost about 
a third of its forest cover between 1973 and 2009, partially due to large-scale plantation establishment in the 
PRC and Viet Nam as natural forests were gradually replaced by monoculture plantations. At the same time, 
forests became far more fragmented, as large areas of intact forest declined from over 70% in 1973 to only 
about 20%of total forest area in 2009. Deforestation was reduced slightly in PRC and Viet Nam by almost 1% 
each annually, but not in Cambodia, Lao PDR, Myanmar, and Thailand. In a 2020 Food and Agriculture 
Organization (FAO) study, the rate of forest loss in the GMS was between 1% and 3% of forest area annually 
during 2010–2020 (Table A1.4).12  
 

Table A1.4: Progress Against Greater Mekong Subregion Community Key Indicators, 2010–2020 

Indicator (Country Average) 2010 

Latest Year 

with Data Lead Performers (Countries) 

1. Community Access to Basic Services (% of 
population) 

   

• With a safe drinking water source  83%  88% (2015) Thailand, Viet Nam, PRC (above 90%) 
Cambodia, Lao PDR, Myanmar (76%– 
81%) 

• With an improved sanitation facility  57%  73% (2015) Thailand (93%), Cambodia (42%) 
Other GMS countries (71%–80%) 

• With access to electricity  81% (2014) 93% (2019) PRC, Lao PDR, and Thailand (100%) 
Viet Nam (99.4%), Cambodia (93%), 
Myanmar (68.4%) 

2.  Communicable Diseases     

• Tuberculosis cases (per 100,000 

population) 

274 191 (2019) PRC (lowest at 58); Myanmar (322) 

• Malaria cases (per 1,000 population at 

risk) 

20.1  
 

5.3 (2018) PRC (zero reported incidence), Viet Nam 
(0.08) 

• HIV/AIDS incidence (per 1,000 uninfected 

population)  

0.2 0.1 (2019) Lowest incidence: PRC (0), Cambodia 
(0.05), Viet Nam (0.05) 

• COVID-19 infections per 1 million 
population   

Cases: 6,041 
Deaths: 111  

(As of 30 August 2021)a 

These are much lower than the 
worldwide average of 27,890 positive 
cases and 580 deaths per 1 million 
population 

3. Environment and Climate Change     

• Forest cover (% of total land area)b 73 (1973) 51 (2009) Myanmar and Thailand 

• Intact forest (core areas) (% of total forest 
area) 

70 (1973) 20 (2009) Myanmar 

• Deforestation (forest loss, in 1,000 

hectares)c 

4,104  
(2000–2010) 

5,963  
(2010–2020) 

Cambodia, Lao PDR, Myanmar, and 
Thailand had an annual forest loss 
during 2010–2020 of 1% to 3% of 
forest area. Forest area, however, 
improved slightly in the PRC and Viet 
Nam by almost 1% each annually. Note: 
FAO used a compounded annual rate 
change, 2010–2020 

• Forest area (1,000 hectares)  

 

293,042 307,702 
(2020) 

PRC (219,978) 

• Carbon dioxide emissions (million metric 

tons) 

8,747   10,326 
(2018)  

PRC contributed 95% 

 
11  GMS had 6,041 cases and 111 deaths per 1 million population. This compares with the global ratio of 27,890 cases and 580 deaths 1 

million population (as of 30 August 2021). 
12  FAO. 2020. Global Forest Resources Assessment. Rome.  
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Indicator (Country Average) 2010 

Latest Year 

with Data Lead Performers (Countries) 

• Carbon dioxide emissions (metric tons per 

capita)  

5.6  6.3 (2018)  PRC (7.03)  

• Carbon dioxide emissions (kilo per PPP $ 

of GDP)  

0.3  0.3 (2018)  PRC (0.4) and Lao PDR (0.4)  

4. Environmental Performance Indexd (scale of 

0 to 100, 0= worst, 100 = best)  

35 (2014)  34.9 (2020) Thailand (45.4) 

• Environmental health -  35.5  Thailand 

• Ecosystem vitality - 34.6 Thailand 

5. Natural resource management     

• Water stress level (freshwater withdrawal 

as % of available freshwater resources) 

16 16 (2017) PRC (43%) had the highest water stress 
level.  

• Terrestrial and marine protected areas (% 

of territorial area)  

12.1 12.0 (2017) Cambodia (21%) and Lao PDR (17%) 
had the highest share of protected 
areas. 

6. Education     

• Human capital index (scale of 0 to 1)e 0.56 (2017) 0.56 (2020) Viet Nam and PRC 

• Adult literacy rate (%) 95.8 95.2 (2018) PRC 

• Completion rate, primary education (%) 83.9 90.7 (2016) PRC, Thailand 

• Completion rate, lower secondary 

education (%) 

60.8 63.4 (2016) PRC, Thailand 

• Completion rate, upper secondary 

education (%) 

30.5 37.0 (2016) PRC, Thailand 

• Expenditure on primary education (% of 

government expenditure) 

41.6 36.3 (2019)f Myanmar 

• Expenditure on secondary education (% of 

government expenditure) 

35.8 38.4 (2019)f Myanmar 

• Expenditure on tertiary education (% of 

government expenditure) 

13.3 14.6 (2019)f Myanmar 

COVID-19 = coronavirus disease, FAO = Food and Agriculture Organization, Lao PDR = Lao People’s Democratic Republic, PRC = People’s 
Republic of China. 
a Worldometer. Coronavirus Update, worldometers.info (accessed 30 August 2021). 
b World Wildlife Fund. 2013. Ecosystems in the Great Mekong. Gland. 
c FAO. 2020. Global Forest Resources Assessment. Rome.  
d The environmental sustainability index provides a summary of the state of sustainability around the world. It has two sub-indexes:  
(i) environmental health and (ii) ecosystem vitality.  Environmental health measures environmental stresses to human health while 
ecosystem vitality measures ecosystem health and natural resource management. Yale Center for Environmental Law and Policy. 2020. 
Environmental Performance Index. New Haven. 
e  Measures the human capital that a child born today can expect to attain by his/her 18th birthday. It incorporates the quantity and quality 
of schooling (years of school and international test scores) and health (child survival, stunting, and adult survival rates). World Bank. 2021. 
The Human Capital Index 2020 Update. Washington, DC. 
f For Myanmar only. Data are not available for other GMS countries. 
Sources: ADB. Various Years. Basic Statistics. Manila; Food and Agriculture Organization. 2020. Global Forest Resources Assessment. Rome; 
World Bank. World Development Indicators Database (for the indicators on communicable diseases, natural resource management, and 
education). https://databank.worldbank.org; World Wildlife Fund. 2013. Ecosystems in the Great Mekong. Gland; Worldometer. 
Coronavirus Update, worldometers.info; Yale Center for Environmental Law and Policy. 2010 and 2020. Environmental Performance Index. 
New Haven. 

 
5. GMS countries did relatively well in containing the spread of COVID-19 in the early phase of the 

pandemic, but their economies have been more severely affected in 2021. As of 30 August 2021, the 
subregion had reported 2.2 million positive cases, with an average per 1 million population of 6,041 positive 
cases and 111 deaths. This is significantly lower than the global figures of 27,890 cases and 580 deaths per 1 
million population (Table A1.5). It is estimated that the GMS economy grew by 0.2% in 2020, so it performed 
better than the estimated 3.3% decline in GDP growth worldwide. Among GMS countries, Viet Nam, PRC, and 
Myanmar managed to post growth in 2020, hovering at 3%–4%. The rest had negative growth rates of 0.5%–
6.1%. The overall decline in the GDP growth rate was due to the dip in demand for goods and services 

https://www.worldometers.info/coronavirus/
https://databank.worldbank.org/
https://www.worldometers.info/coronavirus/


70 ADB Support for the Greater Mekong Subregion Program, 2012–2020: Performance and Results 

worldwide as a result of lockdowns and the ban on international tourist arrivals across the GMS. More than 8 
million people in the GMS have lost jobs, with a further 8 million people pushed below the poverty line.13 
Restrictions on domestic movement and the cessation of international tourist arrivals caused tourism to fall in 
the first quarter of 2020 before stopping completely in the second quarter. In the third quarter, economies 
began to promote domestic tourism to support the sector. However, the tourism economy continues to struggle 
in Thailand and Cambodia, where over 70% of tourism spending in 2019 came from international tourism. 

Table A1.5: COVID-19 Effects in Greater Mekong Subregion 

Items CAM LAO MYA PRC
a
 THA VIE GMS-wide Worldwide 

Total positive cases 92,616 14,816 392,300 94,842 1,190,063 449,489 2,234,126 217,394,908 
Cases per 1 million 
people 

5,452 2,003 7,155 66 17,000 4,570 6,041 27,890 

Deaths per 1 million 
people 

111 2 277 3 163 112 111.3 579.7 

Real GDP growth 
rate in 2020 (%) 

(3.1) (0.5) 3.3 3.8b (6.1) 2.9 0.2c (3.3) 

(  ) = negative number, CAM = Cambodia, COVID-19 = coronavirus disease, GDP = gross domestic product, GMS = Greater Mekong 
Subregion, LAO = Lao People’s Democratic Republic, MYA = Myanmar, PRC = People's Republic of China, THA = Thailand, VIE = Viet 
Nam. 
a Covid-19 data are for the People’s Republic of China as a whole. No separate data are available for Yunnan and Guangxi. 
b Derived from the real GDP growth rates of Guangxi (3.7%) and Yunnan (4.0%) in 2020. GMS Secretariat. 2021 (unpublished). Macro 
Data. For the PRC as a whole, the growth rate was lower at 2.3% in 2020. 
c GMS Secretariat. 2021 (unpublished). Macro Data. 
Sources: COVID data on Worldometer:  worldometers.info (accessed 30 August 2021); ADB. 2021. Asian Development Outlook. Manila 
(April); GMS Secretariat. 2021 (unpublished). Macro Data; International Monetary Fund. 2021. World Economic Outlook. Washington, DC 
(April). 

6. Several regional bodies have been involved in regional cooperation efforts in the GMS, notably

the Association of Southeast Asian Nations (ASEAN), ASEAN plus the PRC, Republic of Korea, and Japan 

(ASEAN+3), and the Mekong River Commission (MRC). ASEAN is the oldest of these, having been founded 
in 1967 by Indonesia, Malaysia, Philippines, Singapore, and Thailand. Over time, it grew to 10 members, with 
Brunei Darussalam joining in 1984, Viet Nam in 1995, the Lao PDR and Myanmar in 1997, and Cambodia in 
1999.14 Peace and security took precedence during ASEAN’s formative years, but as trade and investment 
grew, ASEAN became more focused on economic cooperation, social progress, cultural development, and 
collaboration with the international community. The establishment of the ASEAN Economic Community (AEC) 
in 2015 is a major milestone in ASEAN’s regional economic integration agenda.15 ASEAN+3 is an extended 
cooperation of the 10 ASEAN members plus the PRC, Republic of Korea, and Japan. It began in 1997 and was 
institutionalized in 1999. After the 1997 financial crisis, ASEAN found that by itself it had little leverage over 
large international funds. ASEAN+3 enabled the implementation of initiatives to strengthen financial 
cooperation and improve financial security for the extended GMS area.16 The MRC was established in 1995 as 
regional platform for water diplomacy and a knowledge hub for water resources management for the Lower 
Mekong Subregion, with Cambodia, Lao PDR, Thailand, and Viet Nam as member countries.17 It is an 

13  Indicative ADB estimates. Data do not include Guangxi and Yunnan in the PRC. ADB. 2021. Asian Economic Integration Report 2021:

Making Digital Platforms Work for Asia and the Pacific. Manila. 
14  ADB. 2013. Regional and Subregional Program Links: Mapping the Links between ASEAN and the GMS, BIMP- EAGA, and IMT-GT. 

Manila.  
15  The AEC Blueprint 2025 is aimed at achieving the vision of an AEC that is highly integrated and cohesive; connected, competitive, 

innovative, and dynamic; resilient, and globally integrated others. This vision is expected to be achieved through (i) more trade, 
investment, job creation, and participation in global value chains; (ii) knowledge creation and application and supportive policies 
towards innovation; (iii) improvements in regional frameworks and strategic sector policies; (iv) support for micro and  small and 
medium-sized enterprises, effective business and stakeholder engagement, and subregional development cooperation; and (v) a 
coherent approach to external economic relations. ASEAN Secretariat. 2015. ASEAN Economic Community Blueprint 2025. Jakarta. 

16  Initially, ASEAN+3 cooperation included the Chiang Mai Initiative Multilateralization, a $240 billion currency swap arrangement; the 
ASEAN Bond Market Initiative; and the ASEAN+3 Macroeconomic Research Office. The cooperation gradually expanded to other 
sectors and at present, ASEAN+3 pursues cooperation in energy, transport, and information and communications technology. ADB. 
2019. An Evolving ASEAN Vision and Reality. Manila. 

17  Mekong River Commission. History of the Mekong River Commission.  https://www.mrcmekong.org/about/mrc/history/ 

https://www.worldometers.info/coronavirus/
https://www.worldometers.info/coronavirus/
https://www.mrcmekong.org/about/mrc/history/
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intergovernmental river basin organization for regional dialogue and cooperation within the GMS, to promote 
and coordinate sustainable management and development of Mekong River water resources.18 
 
7. In response to the COVID-19 pandemic, in 2020 ADB provided $2 billion to new projects and  

$52 million in additional financing for ongoing projects to support GMS countries. The  
$2 billion was divided into three new budgetary support loans to Cambodia ($250 million), Thailand ($1.5 
billion), and Myanmar ($250 million), for health measures to combat the spread of COVID-19 (testing and 
treatment), social assistance and relief for affected people (cash subsidies), and economic stimulus packages 
for adversely impacted sectors. The $52 million in additional financing was provided to two ongoing loans in 
Lao PDR ($20 million) and Myanmar ($30 million), and an ongoing regional TA project ($2 million). The  
$50 additional financing for the two loans was to support regional cooperation and communicable disease 
control in border areas, national disease surveillance and outbreak response systems, laboratory services and 
hospital infection prevention and control, and the emergency response to the COVID-19 outbreak (supply of 
PPE, scaled up capacity for COVID-19 confirmation tests, and clinical guidelines and protocols). The $2 million 
in additional financing to the TA project Strengthening Regional Health Cooperation in the GMS supports the 
capacity for epidemic response—including investigation, surveillance, prevention, and control. In addition, the 
working group on health cooperation mobilized nearly $60 million through the GMS Health Cooperation in 
Cambodia, the Lao PDR, Myanmar, and Viet Nam.19 

 

 
18  The Mekong River Commission has focused on supporting national plans, projects, and resources for sustainable water resources 

management; strengthening regional cooperation through dialogue between member countries and engagement of regional partners 
and stakeholders in transboundary water management; and basin-wide monitoring and forecasting. Mekong River Commission. 2016. 
Strategic Plan 2016–2020. Vientiane. 

19  The support includes an additional financing of $20 million in the Lao PDR and $30 million in Myanmar under the GMS Health Security 
Project. Project funds will be used for (i) procuring thermal scanners, personnel protective equipment, real-time polymerase chain 
reaction machines, and infrared thermometers for the Lao PDR ($860,000); (ii)  procuring thermal scanners for border screening in 
Cambodia ($270,000); (iii)  procuring thermal scanners, personnel protective equipment, laboratory equipment, and intensive care 
unit respiratory ventilators in Myanmar ($6.6 million); and (iv) supporting emergency response activities in Viet  Nam ($500,000). ADB. 
2021. Asian Economic Integration Report 2021: Making Digital Platforms Work for Asia and the Pacific. Manila. 



 

   

 

APPENDIX 2: GMS STRATEGIC FRAMEWORK, 2012–2022: RESULTS 

FRAMEWORK 

 

 

GMS = Greater Mekong Subregion. 
Source: ADB. 2011. The Greater Mekong Subregion Economic Cooperation Program Strategic Framework 2012–2022. Manila.



 

   

 

APPENDIX 3: EVALUATION METHODS 
 
1. The evaluation used a mixed method of qualitative and quantitative analyses to triangulate 
information from different sources, as follows.  
 
2. Review of literature and GMS Program documents. The evaluation undertook a thorough 
literature review to take stock of background materials and to undertake a broad overview of the regional 
development context, major challenges, and progress made toward the GMS objectives during 2010–
2020. The evaluation reviewed all the relevant GMS strategic documents that guided ADB’s support for 
the GMS during 2012–2020, including an analysis of the alignment and responsiveness of the sector 
strategies and Strategic Framework, 2012–2022 1 to regional needs and the ADB RCI priorities reflected 
in the RCI Operational Plan (OP) 2016-2020, and RCI OP-7,2 and the soundness of the results frameworks 
at the overall GMS level and sector levels. 

 

3. Portfolio assessment. The ADB-financed GMS operations portfolio 2012–2020 (Linked 
Document 1) was classified according to the GMS objectives of connectivity, competitiveness, and 
community, based on the projects’ primary RCI classification and the project objectives stated in the 
report and recommendation of the President (RRP). Each sub-portfolio was assessed in terms of (i) its 
strategic relevance and alignment with the Strategic Framework, 2012–2022, the soundness of its results 
frameworks, and the institutional arrangements for implementation; (ii) the key features and 
performance of the operations provided (sector composition, financing level, instruments, project 
selection, and implementation); and (iii) the likelihood of sector outputs and outcomes being achieved, 
and contributions to achieving the relevant GMS-wide outcomes. This assessment was based on available 
project completion reports (PCRs), TA completion reports (TCRs), PCR validation reports (PVRs), TCR 
validation reports (TCRVs), project progress reports available in ADB’s eOps system, aide mémoire, and 
back-to-office reports, where available. The contributions of ADB-financed operations to achieving the 
connectivity, competitiveness, and community objectives were assessed to the extent possible in terms 
of the likelihood of achievement of expected outcomes of the Strategic Framework, 2012–2022 and the 
sector strategies, and the likely contributions to the relevant GMS-wide progress along the RCI indicators 
recommended in the ADB Regional Cooperation and Integration Operational Plan, 2016-2020, RCI OP-7, 
and the ADB Corporate Results Framework, 2019–2024, as applicable.3   
 
4. Institutional assessment. This included (i) reviewing the effectiveness of the GMS Program’s 
institutions and operational mechanisms in delivering the subregion’s overarching connectivity, 
competitiveness, and community objectives and the Strategic Framework, 2012–2022 objectives, and (ii) 
assessing ADB’s performance in supporting the functioning of the GMS Program during 2012–2020. This 
assessment was based on a review of the GMS strategic documents (overall and at the sector level), 
existing evaluations and reviews of the GMS Program, progress of RIF, 2013–2022, and relevant ADB RCI 
policies and operational plans. This was supplemented by feedback from GMS national coordinators and 
line ministries, development partners, project executing and implementing agencies, and ADB staff 
collected during the virtual country missions to Cambodia, Lao PDR, PRC, Thailand, and Viet Nam 
conducted for this evaluation (Myanmar was not included due to the country conditions). The views of 
beneficiaries collected through focus group discussions also provided input to this assessment.  

 

5. Spatial analysis of transport projects. The evaluation used geographic information system (GIS) 
data to examine the geospatial portfolio and the impact of transport projects supported by ADB during 

 
1   ADB. 2011. The Greater Mekong Subregion Economic Cooperation Program Strategic Framework, 2012–2022. Manila. 
2   ADB. 2016. Operational Plan for Regional Cooperation and Integration, 2016–2020: Promoting Connectivity, Competitiveness, 

Regional Public Goods, and Collective Action for Asia and the Pacific. Manila; ADB. 2019. Strategy 2030 Operational Plan for 

Priority 7: Fostering Regional Cooperation and Integration, 2019–2024. Manila. 
3   ADB. 2019. ADB Corporate Results Framework, 2019–2024. Manila.  
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the evaluation period. For this, 18 transport projects supporting 109 road sections in the ADB-financed 
GMS operations portfoio were digitized using geospatial datasets. The geospatial portfolio was assessed 
based on the distance between the project roads and other roads and facilities. Socioeconomic activities 
and environmental sustainability in areas to be affected by the project roads were reviewed based on the 
current status of nighttime light, carbon dioxide emissions, and population within 10-km buffer zones 
of these road sections. The results were aggregated and reviewed at the country and GMS overall level 
in support of the portfolio assessment.  

 

6. Case project assessments. Seven completed and eight ongoing mature projects were selected 
for in-depth examinations. These included six projects supporting connectivity, four competitiveness, and 
five community (Table A3.1). The selected projects were reviewed closely in terms of their project designs 
and whether they addressed GMS regional issues; implementation processes, considering GMS 
operational procedures and cross-country coordination; and the likelihood of achievement of target 
outputs, outcomes, and impacts. The assessments were based on project documentation and feedback 
from the concerned ADB staff and governments and executing and/or implementing agencies. The 
findings from these case project assessments were used as project-specific evidence to support the GMS 
portfolio assessment regarding project design, implementation, and the achievement of the connectivity, 
competitiveness, and community strategic objectives.  

 

Table A3.1: Case Project Assessment by Category 

Overall Objective Total 

Ongoing 

Mature
a
 PCR PVR TCR or TCRV 

Connectivity 6 TRA (2), TTF TRA, TTF TRA 0 

Competitiveness 4 TOU (2), TIN 0 0 ANR 

Community 5 ENV (2) HLT (2) 0 ENV 

Total 15 8 4 1 2 
ANR = agriculture, ENV = environment, HLT = health, PCR = project completion report, PVR = PCR validation report, 
TOU = tourism, TIN = trade and industry, TRA = transport, TTF = transport and trade facilitation, TCR = TA 
completion report, TCRV = TCR validation. 
a Ongoing mature projects are those that have passed at least 65% of the originally approved implementation time.  
Source: Independent Evaluation Department evaluation team. 

 

7. Review of progress in mature investment projects. Of the 58 ADB-financed investment 
projects under review in this evaluation, 28 had not been completed but had reached maturity as of 31 
December 2020. For these projects, the evaluation took stock of the progress to date and assessed the 
extent to which the planned outputs and outcomes would be likely to be achieved at their completion 
dates. The evaluation compared the amount of work delivered relative to the duration of time passed 
and implementation issues being encountered in the project. This assessment was based on project 
progress reports in ADB’s eOps, the available aide mémoire and back-to-office reports, and stakeholder 
feedback collected during the virtual country missions conducted for this evaluation.  

 

8. Virtual country missions and interviews with stakeholders. The evaluation team conducted 
virtual missions to five GMS countries and had 68 virtual meetings with concerned stakeholders. These 
included 29 meetings with ADB project teams of completed and mature GMS investment and TA projects; 
six meetings with GMS sector division directors and concerned staff; 27 meetings with GMS national 
coordinators, line ministries, and executing and implementing agencies; and six meetings with 
development partners cofinancing GMS projects during 2012–2020. The meetings were based on 
interview questionnaires designed specifically for each stakeholder group. The interviews sought 
stakeholders’ feedback and opinions on the appropriateness and effectiveness of the GMS Program 
institutions and instruments; the relevance and likely achievements of ADB-financed projects; and ADB 
contributions to the GMS Program during 2012–2020.  

  

9. Focus group discussions with beneficiaries. The evaluation conducted 70 focus group 
discussions with a total of 411 local beneficiaries of 30 projects in five GMS member countries (Table 
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A3.2). The groups were selected proportionately to the distribution of GMS projects by the connectivity, 
competitiveness, community objectives and focus group discussions were conducted using the pre-
designed questionnaires to seek feedback on ADB operational support for the objectives, and ADB’s 
contributions. The focus group discussions were conducted by national consultants in the five countries. 

 
Table A3.2: Focus Group Discussions Statistics 

Statistics CAM PRC LAO THA VIE Overall 

Number of focus group discussions 18 6 16 4 26 70 
Connectivity  6 6 4 4 8 28 
Competitiveness 6 0 8 0 8 22 
Community  6 0 4 0 10 20 

Number of participants 113 42 88 28 140 411 
Connectivity  40 42 23 28 42 175 
Competitiveness  36 0 40 0 42 118 
Community  37 0 25 0 56 118 

Percent of female participants (%) 40 21 49 46 29 37 
Average age of participants (years) 43 41 45 43 45 44 
Number of GMS projects covered 10 3 8 1 8 30 

CAM = Cambodia, GMS = Greater Mekong Subregion, LAO = Lao People’s Democratic Republic, PRC = the People’s 
Republic of China, THA = Thailand, VIE = Viet Nam. 
Note: Myanmar was not included because of the country’s conditions. 
Source: Independent Evaluation Department evaluation team.  

 
10. The use of the evaluation methods in the preparation of the evaluation report is summarized in 
the evaluation design matrix in Table A3.3.  
 

Table A3.3: Summary of Evaluation Design Matrix 

Evaluation Questions 
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To what extent has ADB support 
for the GMS Program enhanced 
the development of the 
subregion? 

√  √  √  √  √  √  √  √  √  

To what extent has ADB support 
improved connectivity among the 
GMS countries?  

√  √   √  √  √  √  √  √  

To what extent has ADB support 
improved the GMS 
competitiveness? 

√  √    √  √  √  √  √  

To what extent has ADB support 
benefited GMS communities with 
better controlled environmental 
and health issues? 

√  √    √  √  √  √  √  

What has ADB institutional 
support for the GMS Program 
during 2012–2020 as secretariat 
resulted in, and what are the 
issues and lessons learned overall? 

√  √  √   √  √  √  √  √  

ADB = Asian Development Bank, GMS = Greater Mekong Subregion. 
Source: Independent Evaluation Department evaluation team.  



 

   

 

APPENDIX 4: KEY STATISTICS OF ADB-FINANCED GMS OPERATIONS PORTFOLIO, 2012–2020 

 

Table A4.1: Total Resources Approved for the GMS Program, 2012–2020
a

 

 
Investment Projects

b
 Technical Assistance Total Financing Share of Total Total Project Cost 

  ADB CoF  ADB CoF  ADB CoF Total  ADB CoF Total Total Share 
Items No. $ million $ million No. $ million $ million No. $ million $ million $ million No. % % % $ million % 

Total 58 5,304.8 2,635.5 57 52.8 82.5 115 5,357.6 2,719.0 8,076.6 100 100 100 100 9,840.5 100 

By Year                    

2012–2014 19 1,608.3 1,325.7 29 13.8 54.6 48 1,622.2 1,380.3 3,002.5 42 30 51 37 3,708.9 38 
2012 8 380.3 28.2 15 4.8 20.9 23 385.1 49.2 434.2 20 7 2 5 484.2 5 
2013 4 575.0 406.4 6 4.7 13.6 10 579.7 420.0 999.7 9 11 15 12 1,211.1 12 
2014 7 653.0 891.1 8 4.4 20.1 15 657.4 911.1 1,568.5 13 12 34 19 2,013.6 20 

2015–2017 23 1,723.0 932.6 18 15.7 18.1 41 1,738.8 950.7 2,689.4 36 32 35 33 3,175.6 32 
2015 10 341.1 118.5 7 3.4 13.9 17 344.5 132.4 476.9 15 6 5 6 525.2 5 
2016 7 653.5 614.0 4 4.9 1.6 11 658.4 615.7 1,274.1 10 12 23 16 1,498.7 15 
2017 6 728.4 200.0 7 7.5 2.6 13 735.9 202.6 938.5 11 14 7 12 1,151.7 12 

2018–2020 16 1,973.5 378.2 10 23.3 9.8 26 1,996.7 388.0 2,384.7 23 37 14 30 2,956.0 30 
2018 12 1,369.7 67.0 2 3.8 2.1 14 1,373.5 69.1 1,442.5 12 26 3 18 1,960.3 20 
2019 0 0.0 0.0 4 9.2 1.6 4 9.2 1.6 10.8 4 0.2 0.1 0.1 10.9 0 
2020 4 603.8 311.2 4 10.3 6.1 8 614.1 317.3 931.4 7 11 12 12 984.8 10 

Yearly Average 6.4 589.4 292.9 6.3 5.9 9.2 12.8 595.3 302.1 897.4 11.1 11.1 11.1 11.1 1,093.4 11 

By Sector                 

Connectivity 22 2,860.9 2,244.0 21 11.4 17.6 43 2,872.3 2,261.6 5,133.9 37 54 83 64 6,142.4 62 
Transport 18 2,670.9 1,406.0 9 5.9 6.5 27 2,676.8 1,412.5 4,089.3 23 50 52 51 5,095.7 52 
TTF 3 46.0 0.0 8 1.1 8.9 11 47.1 8.9 56.1 10 1 0.3 1 58.0 1 
Energy 1 144.0 838.0 4 4.4 2.2 5 148.4 840.2 988.6 4 3 31 12 988.7 10 

Competitiveness 22 1,781.8 141.4 17 20.7 33.9 39 1,802.5 175.3 1,977.8 34 34 6 24 2,699.9 27 
Agriculture 6 451.0 95.0 4 10.3 18.6 10 461.3 113.6 574.9 9 9 4 7 639.1 6 
Tourism 4 185.0 0.0 5 4.4 2.1 9 189.4 2.1 191.5 8 4 0.1 2 203.6 2 
Trade and industry 3 560.0 0.0 5 2.5 12.3 8 562.5 12.3 574.8 7 10 0.5 7 1,137.7 12 
Urban 
Development  

9 585.8 46.4 3 3.6 0.8 12 589.4 47.3 636.6 10 11 2 8 719.5 7 

Community 14 662.1 251.0 19 20.7 31.0 33 682.8 282.1 964.9 29 13 10 12 998.2 10 
Education and 
training 

1 250.0 200.0 3 2.6 1.5 4 252.6 201.5 454.1 3 5 7 6 454.4 5 

Environment 5 116.5 41.5 8 6.1 22.9 13 122.6 64.5 187.0 11 2 2 2 204.9 2 
Health 8 295.6 9.5 5 4.3 6.6 13 299.9 16.1 316.0 11 6 1 4 331.1 3 
RCI coordination 0 0.0 0.0 3 7.8 0.0 3 7.8 0.0 7.8 3 0.1 0.0 0.1 7.8 0.1 

By RCI Pillar                 

Pillar 1 18 2,757.0 1,837.2 16 11.8 10.2 34 2,768.8 1,847.3 4,616.1 30 52 69 57 5,935.7 60 
Pillar 2 15 1,175.3 245.5 11 9.4 7.0 26 1,184.8 252.5 1,437.3 23 22 9 18 1,656.8 17 
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Investment Projects

b
 Technical Assistance Total Financing Share of Total Total Project Cost 

  ADB CoF  ADB CoF  ADB CoF Total  ADB CoF Total Total Share 
Items No. $ million $ million No. $ million $ million No. $ million $ million $ million No. % % % $ million % 

Pillar 3 0 0.0 0.0 0 0.0 0.0 0 0.0 0.0 0.0 0 0 0 0 0.0 0 
Pillar 4 21 881.1 123.5 18 20.0 30.0 39 901.1 153.5 1,054.6 34 17 6 13 1,153.0 12 
Multi-pillar 4 491.4 430.3 11 10.8 35.0 15 502.2 465.3 967.5 13 9 17 12 1,093.8 11 
Pillar, not specified 0 0.0 0.0 1 0.8 0.3 1 0.8 0.3 1.1 0.9 0.0 0.0 0.01 1.1 0.01 

By Country                 

Cambodia 15 555.0 226.5 0 0.0 0.0 15 555.0 226.5 781.5 13 10 8 10 850.5 9 
Lao, PDR 17 554.8 873.5 2 1.1 0.0 19 555.9 873.5 1,429.4 17 10 32 18 1,467.1 15 
Myanmar 7 941.0 605.1 7 2.2 5.5 14 943.2 610.6 1,553.8 12 18 22 19 1,618.7 16 
PRC 6 1,090.0 200.0 4 3.3 0.0 10 1,093.3 200.0 1,293.3 9 20 7 16 2,398.2 24 
Thailand 1 99.4 0.0 1 0.0 2.0 2 99.4 2.0 101.4 2 2 0.1 1 215.6 2 
Viet Nam 19 2,064.6 731.4 2 4.7 1.0 21 2,069.3 732.4 2,801.7 18 39 27 35 3,174.4 32 
Regional 0 0.0 0.0 41 41.6 73.9 41 41.6 73.9 115.5 36 0.8 3 1.4 116.1 1 

ADB = Asian Development Bank, CoF = cofinancing, GMS = Greater Mekong Subregion, Lao PDR = Lao, People's Democratic Republic, mil = million, No. = number, PRC = People's Republic 
of China, RCI = regional cooperation and integration, TTF = transport and trade facilitation. 
Note: Pillar 1 = regional and subregional economic cooperation programs on cross-border infrastructure and related software; Pillar 2 = trade and investment cooperation and integration;   
Pillar 3 = monetary and financial cooperation and integration; and Pillar 4 = cooperation in regional public goods. 
a The additional and supplemental financing are counted as one together with its original project. The count is reflected on the year the original project was approved. However, the amount 
of each financing instrument is reflected on the year it was approved.  
b Includes loans and grants only. 
Source: Greater Mekong Subregion portfolio database (http://www.greatermekong.org/projects/project-list); data supplemented with project information from ADB eOps online database. 
Data as of 31 December 2020. 

 

 

Table A4.2: ADB Financing for Hard and Soft Infrastructure, 2012–2020 

Type of Investment 

Investment Projects 

Technical Assistance 

Projects Total 

No. 
Amount  

($ million) % No. 
Amount  

($ million) % No. 
Amount  

($ million) % 

Hard Infrastructure 34 3,407.4 85.2 25 10.1 53.2 59 3,417.5 85.0 
Soft Infrastructure 12 592.3 14.8 18 8.9 46.8 30 601.2 15.0 
Total 36

a
 3,999.7 100 43

a
 19.1 100 79

a
 4,018.7 100 

ADB Portfolio 58 5,304.8  57 52.8  115 5,357.6  
 

Note: Key infrastructure sectors are energy, information and communication technology, transport, and water and urban development. Hard 
infrastructure includes physical assets that provide connectivity such as transport, energy, information and communication technology, water and 
sanitation; and soft infrastructure includes policies, regulations, systems and procedures, knowledge and capacity, strategies and institutions to 
support the development and operation of physical structures. 
a The number of projects does not sum up to total since there are multiple cases where a project has both hard and soft infra components. 
Source: Independent Evaluation Department's estimates based on GMS portfolio database (http://www.greatermekong.org/projects/project-list).

http://www.greatermekong.org/projects/project-list
http://www.greatermekong.org/projects/project-list
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Table A4.3: Investment Projects by Financing Modality, 2009–2020 

Financing Modality Number 

ADB 

Financing 

($ million) 

Cofinancing  

($ million) 

Total 

Financing  

($ million) 

Share in 

Total 

Financing 

(%) 

MFF 3             596.0             305.5            901.5  11.4 
Nonsovereign 1             144.0             838.0            982.0  12.4 
Project  48          3,983.2          1,231.0        5,214.2  65.7 
RBL 1             250.0             200.0            450.0  5.7 
SDP 1             100.6                    -              100.6  1.3 
Sector 4             231.0               62.0            293.0  3.7 
Total  58          5,304.8          2,636.5        7,941.3  100.0 
ADB = Asian Development Bank, MFF = multitranche financing facility, RBL = results-based lending, SDP = sector 
development program. 
Source: Greater Mekong Subregion portfolio database (http://www.greatermekong.org/projects/project-list); data 
supplemented with project information from ADB eOps online database. Data as of 31 December 2020. 

 

Table A4.4: GMS Portfolio Relative to Overall Country Portfolio, 2012–2020 

Country  

Overall Country 

Portfolio GMS Portfolio GMS Ratio (%) 
a 

Number 
Financing  
($ million) Number 

Financing  
($ million) Number Financing  

Cambodia 90 2,995.3 15 781.5 16.7 26.1 
Investment Projects 49 2,945.1 15 781.5 30.6 26.5 
TA Projects 41 50.2 0 - 0.0 0.0 

PRC   10 1,293.3   
Investment Projects - - 6 1,290.0 - - 
TA Projects - - 4 3.3 - - 

Lao PDR 54 1,136.0 19 1,429.4 33.3 39.4 
Investment Projects 32 1,111.8 17 1,428.3 50.0 40.1 
TA Projects 22 24.2 2 1.1 9.1 4.3 

Myanmar 70 4,912.7 14 1,553.8 20.0 31.6 
Investment Projects 26 4,837.2 7 1,546.1 26.9 32.0 
TA Projects 44 75.5 7 7.7 15.9 10.3 

Thailand 14 2,101.8 2 101.4 14.3 4.8 
Investment Projects 3 2,092.8 1 99.4 33.3 4.7 
TA Projects 11 9.0 1 2.0 9.1 22.2 

Viet Nam 111 7,421.2 21 2,801.7 18.9 37.8 
Investment Projects 59 7,348.5 19 2,796.0 32.2 38.0 
TA Projects 52 72.7 2 5.7 3.8 7.8 

Regional 71 235.7 41 115.5 57.7 49.0 
Investment Projects 0 - 0 - - - 
TA Projects 71 235.7 41 115.5 57.7 49.0 

GMS-wide 402 18,802.7 115 8,076.6 25.9 30.9 
Investment Projects 161 18,335.4 58 7,941.3 31.7 30.9 
TA Projects 241 467.3 57 135.3 22.0 28.2 

Total 402 18,802.7 115 8,076.6 25.9 30.9 
-  = none, GMS = Greater Mekong Subregion, Lao PDR = Lao People’s Democratic Republic, PRC = People’s Republic of China, TA 
=technical assistance. 
Notes: (i)  Overall country portfolio for PRC is not presented since its GMS portfolio is relatively small. GMS-wide ratio also excludes 

PRC GMS Portfolio. 
 (ii) GMS ratio excludes PRC portfolio and a LAO nonsovereign operation with an approved ADB financing of $144 million 

and a cofinancing of $838 million. 
 (iii) The regional TA portfolio includes only those implemented by the Southeast Asia Department. 
 (iv) The total country approvals for investment projects does not sum up to GMS-wide total since multi-country projects are 

counted as one in the GMS-wide total. 
a GMS ratio is defined by the ratio between the GMS portfolio over the overall country portfolio. 
Source: Greater Mekong Subregion portfolio database (http://www.greatermekong.org/projects/project-list); data supplemented 
with project information from ADB eOps online database. Data as of 31 December 2020. 
  

http://www.greatermekong.org/projects/project-list
http://www.greatermekong.org/projects/project-list
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Table A4.5: Ratings of Completed and Evaluated Projects 

Sector 

Investment Projects TA Projects 

(PCR | PVR) (TCR | TCRV) 

No. of 
HS, S Total 

Success Rate 
(%) 

No. of 
HS, S Total Success Rate (%) 

 Connectivity 3 | 3 3 | 3 100 | 100 8 | 1 8 | 1 100 | 100 

   Transport 2 | 2 2 | 2   100 | 100 2 | 0 2 | 0 100 | … 
   Transport and Trade Facilitation  1 | 1 1 | 1  100 | 100  5 | 1 5 | 1 100 | 100 
   Energy ... ... ...  1 | 0 1 | 0 100 | ... 

 Competitiveness ... ... ... 7 | 2 8 | 2 87.5 | 100 

   Agriculture ... ... ...    1 | 1 1 | 1  100 | 100 
   Tourism ... ... ...   4 | 1 4 | 1 100 | 100 
   Trade and Industry, Other 

Multisector, and BEZ 
... ... ...   2 | 0 3 | 0 66.7 | ... 

   Urban Development ... ... ... ... ... ... 
 Community 4 | 3 4 | 3 100 | 100 6 | 1 8 | 2 75.0 | 50 

   HRD (education and training) ... ... ...   1 | 0 2 | 0 50 | ... 
   Environment ... ... ...    2 | 0 2 | 1 100 | 0 
   Health and other human resource 

development 
4 | 3 4 | 3 100 | 100   3 | 1 4 | 1 75.0 | 100 

 Overall 7 | 6 7 | 6
a 

100 | 100 21 | 4
c 

24 | 5
b
  87.5 | 80.0 

... = not available, BEZ = border economic zone, HS = highly successful, PCR = project completion report, PVR = project completion 
report validation report, S = successful, TCR = technical assistance completion report, TCRV = technical assistance completion report 
validation. 
a The project validation reports were: (i) IED. 2020. Validation Report: Second GMS Regional Communicable Diseases Project in Cambodia, 

Lao People’s Democratic Republic, and Viet Nam. Manila: ADB; (ii) IED. 2021. Validation Report: Yunnan Sustainable Road Maintenance 

Project in the People’s Republic of China. Manila: ADB; (iii) IED. 2021. Validation Report: Trade Facilitation: Improved SPS in GMS Trade 

Project in Viet Nam. Manila: ADB; and (iv) IED. 2021. Forthcoming. Validation Report: Kunming-Haiphong Transport Corridor Project—

Noi Bai Lao-Cai Highway in Viet Nam. Manila: ADB. 
b The TA completion report validations were: (i) IED. 2020. Technical Assistance Completion Report Validation on Implementing the GMS 

Core Agriculture Support Program (Phase 2). Manila: ADB; (ii) IED. 2020. Technical Assistance Completion Report Validation on Support 

for Implementing the Action Plan for Transport and Trade Facilitation in the GMS. Manila: ADB; (iii) IED. 2021. Forthcoming. Technical 

Assistance Completion Report Validation on the Mekong Business Initiative in the GMS. Manila: ADB; and (iv) IED. 2021. Forthcoming. 
Technical Assistance Completion Report Validation on Strengthening Resilience to Climate Change in the Health Sector. Manila: ADB.  
c One TA project was validated as less than successful on the grounds that, while it made strides toward enhancing multisector 
engagement across the GMS, its goal of mainstreaming the environment in the GMS had not been achieved to the extent desired. IED. 
2018. Performance Evaluation Report: Core Environment Program and Biodiversity Conservation Corridors Initiative in the GMS. Manila: 
ADB.  
Source: Independent Evaluation Department Greater Mekong Subregion operations portfolio database, 2012–2020. The full list of 
completed and evaluated projects is in Linked Document 2. 

  

Table A4.6: Rating of Completed ADB-wide and Non-GMS Projects, 2012–June 2021 

 

Assessment 

 

Total 

Highly 

Successful 

 

Successful 

Less than 

Successful 

 

Unsuccessful 

Success Rate 

(%) 

ADB       
PCR 107 17 80 9 1 90.7 
PVR/PPER 78 2 61 14 1 80.8 
TCR 742 119 519 57 13 86.0 
TCRV/TPER 81 4 56 21 0 74.1 
Non-GMS       
PCR 20 3 16 0 1 95.0 
PVR/PPER 13 0 12 1 0 92.3 
TCR 103 16 70 16 1 83.5 
TCRV/TPER 8 0 5 3 0 62.5 
GMS = Greater Mekong Subregion, PCR = project or program completion report, PPER = project or program performance 
evaluation report, PVR = project or program validation report, TCR = technical assistance completion report, TCRV = technical 
assistance completion report validation, TPER = technical assistance    performance evaluation report.  
Source: Independent Evaluation Department database. 



 

   

 

APPENDIX 5: ASSESSMENT OF ADB-FINANCED TRANSPORT PROJECTS: 

KEY FINDINGS 

 

1. The objectives of the transport sector strategies were relevant to the GMS Economic 

Cooperation Program. The strategies were designed to enhance efficient, reliable, and sustainable 
connectivity. The GMS Economic Cooperation Program focused on infrastructure investments in the same 
geographic space to maximize development impact. The GMS Transport Strategy, 2006–2015 presented 
a vision of seamless transport services on a fully connected and integrated GMS network. The long-term 
vision of the Transport Sector Strategy, 2018–2030 is a seamless, efficient, reliable, and sustainable GMS 
transport system. The strategy was intended to be a spatial planning tool to connect major cities and 
urban centers, border nodes, maritime gateways, key industrial hubs, and major trade routes in support 
of subregional economic integration. The Ha Noi Action Plan, 2018–2022 highlighted the importance of 
developing GMS economic corridors as zones rather than lines to foster a more equitable distribution of 
the benefits of growth. Unlike transport corridors, economic corridors encompass an economic zone, 
running parallel to the main transport arteries. The Transport Sector Strategy, 2018–2030 also 
highlighted common and persistent issues of road asset management and road safety. This appendix 
presents the conclusions and key tables and figures of the transport sector analysis. 
 
2. The GMS economic corridors connect key facilities for economic development, including 

cross-border points, special economic zones, special industrial zones, and major cities. There are 
the 23 cross-border points in GMS economic corridors, out of a total of 50 cross-border points and they 
act as strategic locations to promote the GMS Program.  
 
3. The total length of the GMS economic corridors is about 16,300 kilometers (km); Cambodia 

and Lao PDR are located at strategic locations, and Myanmar and PRC border other regions. The 
total length of economic corridors in Thailand is the longest at 4,534 km, about twice as long as those 
of other countries. Cambodia and Lao PDR are strategically located but there are very few special 
economic zones and industrial zones in these two countries. This may be related to the current status of 
the road conditions in each country, which has meant that the benefits of the GMS economic corridors 
for both countries for their industrial or economic development has been limited. Myanmar and the PRC 
are connected to the other subregions, in particular the South Asia Subregional Economic Cooperation 
(SASEC). However, these two countries have the lowest densities of GMS economic corridors. To 
maximize the potential of the transport sector strategies, there needs to be an increase in connections 
to other subregions. 
 
4. The GMS Program shifted from a transport engineering-based to a consensus-based 

pipeline, i.e., a pipeline based on the proposed projects of each country that are accepted by all 

member countries, but this change has weakened the justifications for project priority and 

monitoring. More scientific analysis is needed if roads are to be prioritized according to their 
contribution toward subregional benefits. A balance must be found between the transport engineering 
approach and the consensus approach. 
 
5. ADB support is likely to connect 19.2 million residents to the GMS Economic Corridor to 

reduce transport costs, including vehicle operation and road maintenance costs, and to improve 

economic efficiency. ADB financed 18 transport projects during the evaluation period over a total length 
of 3,385 km. The estimated total population within the 10-km buffer zone along the road sections of 
ADB support was about 19.2 million, and they are potential local beneficiaries of the projects. The 
potential results by country are: 

(i) Cambodia. Cambodia has a large population but a very small GDP per capita (estimation 
using nighttime light). ADB support has focused more on zone development, rather than 
on development of large-scale connections. Despite the small GDP per capita, the CO2 
emissions from transport in the project sites were significant, implying that the current 
transport system is not efficient. ADB needs to support improvements to the quality of 
transport.  

(ii) PRC. The evaluation found that the projects in the PRC were used to finance economic 
growth rather than poverty reduction. The total amount of CO2 emission from the project 
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sites was the largest of the six countries.  ADB support needs to contain climate change 
mitigation measures but to date these have not been included.  

(iii) Lao PDR. The evaluation noted the limited support, and the output and impact are very 
small in the areas covered by the ADB-supported projects. ADB needs to clarify in its 
theory of change how its support will improve socioeconomic growth.  

(iv) Myanmar. ADB support will improve about 300 km of GMS highways and provincial 
roads in Myanmar. Although these projects are in urban areas, the populations covered 
and the socioeconomic activities carried out are still quite small. 

(v) Thailand. ADB support was in areas with high GDP per capita and low levels of CO2.  
(vi) Viet Nam. While about 8 million local people are potential beneficiaries of ADB GMS 

projects in Viet Nam, more needs to be done to mitigate CO2 emissions, as in the PRC. 
 
6. The results framework contained a logical set of performance indicators, but no targets 

were established for each indicator. In addition, because of the lack of timely, consistent, and 
comprehensive transport and trade statistics in the GMS, quantitative data on outcomes and impact were 
difficult to obtain, particularly outside ADB-funded GMS projects.  
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure A5.1: ADB Road Transportation in Greater Mekong 

Subregion (2012–2020) by Road Type  

 
ADB = Asian Development Bank, GMS = Greater Mekong Subregion. 
Source: Independent Evaluation Department evaluation team assessment. 
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Figure A5.2: Distribution of ADB Support per Country and Road Type (km)  
 

 
ADB = Asian Development Bank, GMS = Greater Mekong Subregion, km = kilometer, Lao PDR = Lao People’s Democratic Republic. 
Source: Independent Evaluation Department evaluation team assessment. 

Figure A5.3: Population within 10-Kilometer Buffer Zones of ADB-Funded Road Projects  
 

 
ADB = Asian Development Bank, GMS = Greater Mekong Subregion, Lao PDR = Lao People’s Democratic Republic, PRC= People’s 
Republic of China. 
Source: Independent Evaluation Department evaluation team assessment. 
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Table A5.1:  ADB-supported Project Roads in the GMS Economic Corridors  
 

Country 

Road Condition  

Before Project 

Total 

(km) 
ADB Support 

(km-share) 
Non-ADB 

(km-share) 

Cambodia Good 1,882 147 (8%) ... 

Fair 446 ... ... 

Poor 190 ... ... 

Total 2,518 147 (6%) ... 

PRC Good 2,339 ... ... 

Fair   ... ... 

Poor   ... ... 

Total 2,339 ... ... 

Lao PDR Good 651 ... ... 

Fair 1,390 ... ... 

Poor 143 ... ... 

Total 2,184 ...   
Myanmar Good 1,235 195 (16%) ... 

Fair 656 ... ... 

Poor 751 ... ... 

Totala 2,826 195 (7%)   
Thailand Good 3,751 70 (2%) 197 (5%) 

Fair 67 ... ... 

Poor   ... ... 

Totalb 3,914 70 (2%) 197 (5%) 
Viet Nam Good 1,987 244 (12%) ... 

Fair 435 91 (21%) ... 

Poor 53 4 (8%) ... 

Total 2,475 339 (14%) ... 

Total Good 12,288 656 (5%) 197 (2%) 

Fair 2,994 91 (3%) ... 

Poor 1137 4 (0%) ... 

Total
c
 16,698 751 (4%) 197 (1%) 

Note: Road conditions before project of GMS economic corridors are based on the state of road surface, road 
maintenance, and adequacy of road signs and drainage facilities when the road was surveyed. 
... = none, ADB = Asian Development Bank, GMS = Greater Mekong Subregion, km = kilometer, Lao PDR = 
Lao People’s Democratic Republic, PRC = People’s Republic of China. 
a The length includes 184 km of unclassified road in the GMS Economic Corridor. 
b The length includes 96 km of unclassified road in the GMS Economic Corridor. 
c The length includes 280 km of unclassified road in the GMS Economic Corridor. 
Sources: Independent Evaluation Department evaluation team assessment and ADB. 2018. Assessment of Greater 

Mekong Subregion Economic Corridors. Manila. 

 

Table A5.2: Average Distance from Nearest Border Crossing Facility  

(per country and road type) 
  

Country 

Average Distance from Nearest Border Crossing Facility (km) 

GMS 
Economic 
Corridors 

National Highway Provincial Highway Rural Road Average 

Cambodia 52 86 165 138 133 
PRCa ... 331 393 ... 375 
Lao PDR ... ... 71 ... 71 
Myanmar 205 ... 334 ... 237 
Thailand 48 113 ... ... 69 
Viet Nam 39 101 127 92 100 
Average 93 181 251 132 167 

... = none, ADB = Asian Development Bank, GMS = Greater Mekong Subregion, km = kilometer, Lao PDR = Lao People’s 
Democratic Republic,  NTL = nighttime light, PRC = People’s Republic of China. 
a People’s Republic of China covers only two provinces under the Great Mekong Subregion Program. 
Source: Independent Evaluation Department evaluation team assessment. 
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Table A5.3: Output and Socioeconomic and Environmental Features of ADB GMS Road Projects  

 

                 Source: Independent Evaluation Department evaluation team assessment. 

 

  



 

   

 

APPENDIX 6: PERFORMANCE OF ADB-FINANCED OPERATIONS PORTFOLIO, 2012–2020 

 

Table A6.1. Likely Achievement of Expected Sector Outputs and Outcomes in GMS Sector Strategies in Connectivity  

Expected Results Likelihood of Achievement 

Transport 

Sector Outputs  

1. Synergies in the GMS transport system exploited Likely. Cooperation and coordination in developing the GMS transport network and fostering 
strong relations among transport ministries and officials in the GMS countries have been 
sustained. The Subregional Transport Forum is providing strong institutional support to GMS 
transport cooperation. 

2. GMS transport corridor network completed and links 
with South Asia and Southeast Asia improved 

Likely. There are no more missing links in the GMS transport corridor network, and connectivity 
between the GMS transport corridor network and the domestic road transport networks has 
improved. However, efforts to improve links with South Asia are lacking.      

3. Cross-border transport facilitated  Less likely. Efforts under the “early harvest” program and some improvement in the functioning 
of the CBTA Joint Committee were not sufficient to increase the CBTA’s effectiveness overall.   

4. Border-crossing management strengthened, and 
coordination improved 

Less likely. No significant intervention has been made.  

5. Multi-modal transport encouraged by strengthening 
links between transport modes, and logistics development 
promoted 

Less likely. No significant intervention has been made in promoting multi-modal transport, such 
as the establishment of links between road, rail, and in-land water transport, and development 
of rail and in-land water transport. Some initiatives to connect the GMS railways were 
implemented, including the formulation of a framework for GMS railway cooperation and 
establishment of institutional arrangements for cooperation, but the results from these efforts 
will take time to be realized.  Efforts toward logistics development have limited to general 
studies.   

6. High-quality and well-maintained roads in place Likely. ADB financing of GMS road projects has been significant.   

7. Road safety measures and standards harmonized and 
implemented effectively  

Less likely. No significant interventions have been made, except for the discussion of road safety 
measures in Subregional Transport Forum meetings, and a TA project on road safety. 

Sector Outcomes  

1. Efficient movement of people, goods, and vehicles along 
the corridors 

Less likely. Slow implementation of the Cross-border Transport Facilitation Agreement (CBTA) 
and related trade facilitation measures constrains the achievement of this sector outcome.   

2, Safe, reliable, and sustainable transport along the 
corridors 

Likely. ADB financing to improve road transport infrastructure along the corridors has been 
significant.  
 
Transport and Trade Facilitation  

Sector Outputs 

Transport Facilitation 

1. Exchange of traffic rights expanded and streamlined. 
 
 
2. Improved customs transit system and border 
procedures. 

 
Likely. Traffic rights exchange was expanded through expansion of the corridors covered under 
CBTA, which has been signed by four out of six GMS Countries; there was additional traffic 
rights exchanged under Myanmar-Thailand initial implementation of CBTA/Early Harvest Program 
with quota of 50 permits per country.  
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Expected Results Likelihood of Achievement 

 
3. GMS Freight Transport Association (FRETA) established. 
 
4. Road transport industry in Cambodia and the Lao PDR 
strengthened. 

Less likely. Procedures in most border checkpoints have not yet been streamlined, and the 
customs transit system has a long way to go before being operationalized in the GMS.  
 
Likely. FRETA has been established, although its functioning requires strengthening.   
 
Less likely. This expected result of the Transport and Trade Facilitation Action Plan was dropped 
from the list and not pursued.  

Trade Facilitation 

 
1. Coordinated border management enhanced and aligned 
with subregional trade facilitation measures. 
 
2. Enhanced sanitary and phyto-sanitary (SPS) regime for 
GMS trade. 
 
 
3. National and subregional institutions for trade 
facilitation strengthened 
 
 
4. Regional trade and logistics strategy developed. 

 
 

Less likely. Procedures and management in most border checkpoints have not yet been 
streamlined.  More efforts are needed to achieve this output across the GMS.   
 
Less likely. Projects aimed at strengthening food safety surveillance and harmonization of SPS 
procedures between Viet Nam and the Lao PDR are not sufficient to achieve this output across 
the GMS.    
 
Less likely. Efforts to strengthen national and subregional institutions have been limited. The 
GMS Trade Facilitation Working Group which was expected to coordinate initiatives in trade 
facilitation remains inactive. 
 
Less likely. No substantial work has been initiated to achieve this output.    

Regulatory Reform and Capacity Building 

 

1. Training workshops and meetings held on transport and 
trade facilitation initiatives 
 
2. Legal and regulatory framework for transport and trade 
facilitation improved 

 
 
Likely. Relevant training and workshops were conducted on the required regulations and 
implementation issues.  
 
Likely. CBTA provisions were reviewed to identify necessary amendments. Support for legal and 
regulatory reforms was provided.     

Sector Outcomes  

1. Coordinated border management Less likely.  Procedures and management in most border checkpoints have not yet been 
streamlined.  Current efforts are not sufficient to achieve this output across the GMS.   

2. Improved transit procedures and implementation of 
traffic rights in the GMS corridors 

Less likely.  Implementation of the CBTA has been slow and piecemeal.   

Energy 

Sector Outputs 

1. Increased power exchange of electricity among GMS 
countries. 

Likely. ADB is laying groundwork for GMS power interconnection and power market 
development, ADB financed the Nam Theun 2 hydroelectric project including a 500 kV 
transmission line linking Lao PDR and Thailand. The GMS power interconnections have increased 
quite noticeably in numbers and in their transmitting capacity (from 560 MW before 2002 to 
8,870 MW by 2020).  
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Expected Results Likelihood of Achievement 

2. Increased government capacity in developing an 
environmentally sustainable power sector, renewable 
energy, and energy efficiency potentials in GMS countries   

Likely. ADB support has delivered significant outputs increasing government capacity in 
developing an environmentally sustainable power sector, renewable energy, and energy 
efficiency potentials in GMS countries. 

Sector Outcome  

Enhanced access to energy of all sectors and communities 
in the GMS 

Less likely. ADB support in terms of expanding supply and facilitating access to energy of all 
sectors and communities in the GMS is limited in magnitude and scope. 

ADB = Asian Development Bank, CBTA = Cross-Border Transport Facilitation Agreement, GMS = Greater Mekong Subregion, TA = technical assistance, PPP = public–private sector 
partnership, CBTA = Cross-Border Transport Facilitation Agreement, ASEAN = Association of Southeast Asian Nations, Lao PDR = Lao People’s Democratic Republic, SPS = sanitary 
and phyto-sanitary, FRETA = Freight Transport Association. 
Source: Independent Evaluation Department evaluation team assessment.  
 

Table A6.2: Likely Achievement of Expected Sector Outputs and Outcomes in GMS Sector Strategies in Competitiveness   

Expected Results Likelihood of Achievement 

Agriculture 

Sector Outputs  

1. Harmonized standards, practices, and policies to facilitate 
production, trade, and investment in agriculture value chains 

Likely.  Detailed information-sharing and risk management for customs and SPS agencies directly 
contributed towards the development of electronic processing systems and national single windows 
to facilitate trade. Harmonization of standards, practices and policies to facilitate production, trade, 
investment in SEAP value chains is also being achieved through investment projects. 

2. Strengthened infrastructure for regionally integrated 
agriculture value chains 

Likely. Improving agriculture infrastructure (e.g., irrigation, farm roads farm machinery, post-harvest 
equipment) is the focus of the ADB-supported investment projects in agriculture.  

3. Improved systems for sharing and disseminating knowledge 
and innovations related to SEAP value chains 

Likely. Interventions involve the provision via ICT of knowledge and information related to SEAP 
value chains, and the establishment of a research and extension network for sharing innovations.   

4. Developed marketing approaches to promote the GMS’s 
reputation as a global leader of safe and environmentally 
friendly products 

Less likely. ADB’s efforts to promote the GMS as a global leader in safe and environmentally friendly 
products, including development of marketing approaches, have been limited. 

Sector Outcomes  

1. GMS farmers and their organizations, and small and 
medium-sized agro-enterprises benefit from access to higher 
value markets. 

Likely. ADB investment and TA projects are expected to help facilitate the access of GMS farmers 
and their organizations, and small and medium-sized enterprises to higher value markets is limited.  
 

2. GMS consumers benefit from access to safer food products. Likely. ADB investment and TA projects are expected to help GMS consumers benefit from access to 
safer food products.  

Tourism 

Sector Outputs  

1. Developed human resources in the sector Likely. Training and capacity building are being addressed extensively in projects in the tourism 
portfolio.   

2. Improved tourism infrastructure Likely. Several ADB investment projects support improvements in tourism infrastructure (access 
roads, basic infrastructure in tourist destinations).   

3. Enhanced visitor experiences and services Likely.  ADB tourism projects’ emphasis and significant investments to improve last mile transport 
infrastructure and environmental services in many secondary destinations vastly improves the visitor 
experience. Lousy roads make for uncomfortable visits to tourist attractions and rotting piles of 
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Expected Results Likelihood of Achievement 

filthy garbage lying in the streets, untreated sewage, poor drainage, etc, certainly detract from the 
visitor experience.        

4. Developed creative marketing and promotion Likely. ADB is supporting promotion of the GMS as a single destination (e.g., through marketing 
materials and subregional travel fairs). 

5. Facilitated subregional travel Less likely.  There were previous efforts to adopt a single GMS tourist visa to facilitate subregional 
travel. However, this initiative was not followed up effectively.   

Sector Outcome  

More competitive, balanced, and sustainable destinations in 
the GMS 

Likely. Most of the outputs of the ADB-supported projects are likely to be achieved and to lead to 
this outcome, including the development of secondary tourist destinations in the GMS. 

Urban Development 

Sector Outputs  

1. Key urban centers within overall GMS corridor and urban 
system identified and Infrastructure provided and upgraded in 
GMS corridor towns and other key urban areas 
 
2. Plans and spatial plans for high-priority urban areas 
developed. 

Likely. ADB has identified key urban centers and is supporting many corridor towns development 
projects involving the upgrading of urban infrastructure in these urban centers. 
 
 
Likely. ADB is helping key urban centers in developing plans and spatial plans through the corridor 
towns development projects it is supporting.   

3. Border areas within overall GMS corridor and urban system 
identified 

Less likely. ADB-supported corridor towns development projects have limited focus on border areas. 

4. Plans and spatial plans developed for high-priority border 
areas, particularly those within economic corridors developed 

Less likely. ADB-supported corridor towns development projects have limited focus on border areas. 

5. Cooperation in cross-border issues improved 
 

Less likely. ADB-supported corridor towns development projects have limited focus on border areas 
and cross-border cooperation.  

6. Improved urban planning and management Likely. This is an important component of the ADB-supported corridor towns development projects. 

7. Increased role of the private sector in infrastructure 
provision  

Less likely. Not enough efforts have been taken to increase private sector participation. 

8. Improved institutional coordination at national level   Less likely. ADB-supported projects in urban development are focused on specific urban centers, 
with coordination of urban development at the national level hardly being addressed.  

9. Peer-to-peer exchanges of ideas, approaches, and 
techniques 

Likely. Including through activities of the working group on urban development.  

10. Increased synergy with other GMS sectors Less likely. Not enough efforts have been taken to improve the interface and coordination with 
other GMS sectors, and no specific plans have been formulated to achieve this output. 

Sector Outcomes  

1. Improved planning and development of key urban centers Likely. ADB is supporting corridor towns improvement projects to improve planning and development 
of key urban centers.  

2. Improved planning and development of border areas Less likely. Insufficient attention is paid to border area development. 

3. Enhanced capacity in urban planning and management Likely. Capacity building is an integral part of ADB-supported urban development projects. 
ADB = Asian Development Bank, GMS = Greater Mekong Subregion. 
Source: Independent Evaluation Department evaluation team assessment.  
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Table A6.3: Likely Achievement of Expected Sector Outputs and Outcomes in GMS Sector Strategies in Community 

Expected Results Likelihood of Achievement  

Human Resource Development
a 

Sector Outputs  

1. Capacity in the economic corridors developed Less likely. ADB had limited interventions in this area. 

2. Cooperation in technical and vocational education and 
training developed  

Less likely. ADB contribution was limited to the conduct of studies and meetings. 

3. Cooperation in higher education and research 
addressing regional health issues developed 

Less likely. ADB contribution was limited to the conduct of studies and meetings. 
 

4. Social costs in the economic corridors mitigated Less likely. ADB contribution was limited to the conduct of studies and meetings.   

5. Safe cross-border migration facilitated Less likely. ADB contribution was limited to the conduct of studies and meetings. 
6. Institutions and mechanisms for GMS HRD cooperation 
strengthened. 

Less likely. GMS HRD working group is inactive. 

Sector Outcomes  

Outcomes in education and training, health, labor 
migration, social cost mitigation, and HRD cooperation were 
not specified, but only implied by the indicated outputs 

Less likely. Outputs needed to achieve the outcomes are less likely to be achieved. 

Health 

Sector Outputs  

1. Cooperation between health systems of GMS countries 
strengthened;  

Likely.  ADB-supported health projects actively promote cooperation between the health systems of 
GMS countries.   

2. Uptake of health impact assessment by GMS countries 
increased  

Likely.  ADB-supported health projects help the GMS countries in initiating health impact assessment.  

3. Financial accessibility of health services for migrant 
workers ensured 

Less likely. There is no ADB intervention to achieve this result. 

4. GMS health leaders collaborate to implement the GMS 
Health Cooperation Strategy  

Likely. This is addressed in ADB-supported health projects. 

5. GMS health cooperation capacity development plan 
implemented 

Likely.  Promotion of high-level collaboration is part of ADB support in the health sector in the GMS.  

Sector Outcomes  

1. Improved GMS health system performance in responding 
to acute public health threats 

Likely. ADB supported several projects on regional communicable disease control and regional health 
security. 

2. Strengthened protection for vulnerable communities 
from the health impacts of regional integration 

Likely. ADB supported control and prevention of spread of HIVAIDS especially in border areas which 
have become vulnerable on account of increased mobility due to improved connectivity.    

3. Enhanced leadership and human resource capacity for 
responding to priority health issues in the GMS 

Likely. ADB supported human resources capacity development for responding to priority health issues 
in the GMS as part of the ADB-financed health projects in the GMS. 

Environment 

Sector Outputs  

1. Green technologies and sustainable infrastructure 
adopted by GMS countries 

Less likely. ADB support in the various sectors of GMS cooperation did not adequately address green 
technologies and sustainable infrastructure to have a GMS-wide impact.   
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Expected Results Likelihood of Achievement  

2. Investment in natural resources and ecosystem services 
increased 

Less likely. Efforts to promote and facilitate investment in natural resources and ecosystem services are 
limited. 

3. Climate resilience and disaster risk management 
strategies incorporated in GMS sector investments. 

Likely. Climate resilience and disaster risk management strategies have progressively been 
incorporated in GMS sector investments, e.g., in flood and drought risk management. 

Sector Outcome  

Environmentally friendly and climate resilient GMS 
Economic Cooperation Program 

Likely. Environmental protection and climate resilience are being integrated and mainstreamed into 
GMS programs and projects.   

ADB = Asian Development Bank, GMS = Greater Mekong Subregion, HRD = human resource development. 
a The expected results in health in the Human Resource Development Strategic Framework are reflected in health under the GMS Health Cooperation Strategy. 
Source: Independent Evaluation Department evaluation team assessment. 

 
Table A6.4: Major Recommendations of Past Evaluations of the GMS Program and Progress in their Implementation 

Recommended Actions Progress/Remarks 

1. Find a balance between hard and soft infrastructure interventions by 
increasing the focus on the soft aspects of RCI. 

Interventions continued to be heavily focused on hard infrastructure, as this is 
still seen by GMS countries as a major constraint, and the infrastructure 
requirements of the subregion remain substantial. 

2.  Increase support to regional public goods, such as environmental 
degradation, and minimizing regional “bads” like human trafficking and the 
spread of communicable diseases which are the negative impacts of increased 
connectivity.  

There has been significant progress in ADB support in health, including in 
response to the COVID-19 pandemic.  ADB support to environment has also been 
sustained, but these efforts will take time to yield results and will depend 
considerably on the concerted actions of the GMS countries.  Minimal efforts 
have been taken to address human trafficking.   

3. Emphasize regional benefits by focusing on the additionality of regional 
benefits in the design and implementation of subregional projects. 

This has been done in some GMS projects, but in general, GMS projects need to 
reflect benefits more clearly and explicitly in the design and implementation of 
subregional projects, including in their results frameworks.  

4. Accelerate the implementation of transport and trade facilitation (TTF) 
measures, as progress in TTF has not kept pace with that in transport 
infrastructure, thus limiting or postponing the benefits from infrastructure 
investments. Dedicated institutional mechanisms for customs and SPS should be 
established under the purview of the Trade Facilitation Working Group (TFWG), 
given the constraints in implementing trade facilitation under the CBTA.  

The “Early Harvest” implementation of the CBTA was adopted to accelerate CBTA 
implementation. No progress has been made in establishing mechanisms for 
customs and SPS, as the TFWG remains inactive.   

5. Initiate improvements in the GMS planning and programming processes 
through guidelines that will ensure alignment of goals, strategies, programs, and 
projects as well as the monitoring of progress and results. The guidelines should 
promote better synchronization of timeframes between sector strategies and the 
GMS Program and specify the institutional responsibilities at the national and 
subregional levels.  

This is envisioned to be operationalized in the implementation of the GMS 
Program Strategic Framework 2030. 

6. Establish an effective framework and system for monitoring development 
results.  Outcomes at the GMS-wide and sector levels need to be defined at the 
onset and in a SMART way (i.e., specific, measurable, attainable, relevant, and 
time-bound).  

This is envisioned to be operationalized in the implementation of the Strategic 
Framework 2030. 
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Recommended Actions Progress/Remarks 

7.  Increase private sector participation in the GMS Program.  This has been pursued in many ways, such as establishing and operating the 
GMS Business Council and the GMS Freight Transport Association, inviting private 
sector representatives to GMS meetings, and piggy-backing of activities involving 
the private sector in GMS projects.  More progress is needed in this area, 
including helping the GMS countries improve policies affecting private 
investment.  

8.  Mobilize resources to bridge the financing gap by expanding cofinancing 
from Development Partners and the private sector.   

This a continuing effort and concern in the GMS Program.   

CBTA = Cross-Border Transport Facilitation Agreement, GMS = Greater Mekong Subregion, RCI = regional cooperation and integration, SPS = sanitary and phytosanitary. 
Sources:  ADB. 1999. Impact Evaluation Study of the Asian Development Bank’s Program of Subregional Economic Cooperation in the Greater Mekong Subregion. Manila; ADB. 2008. 
Regional Cooperation Assistance Program: Greater Mekong Subregion: Maturing and Moving Forward. Manila; IED. 2015. Thematic Evaluation Study. Asian Development Bank Support 

for Regional Cooperation and Integration. Manila; ADB. 2018. Ha Noi Action Plan. Manila; ADB. 2021. The Greater Mekong Subregion Economic Cooperation Program Strategic Framework 

2030. Manila. Independent Evaluation Department evaluation team compilation.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

   

 

APPENDIX 7: GMS PROGRAM ORGANIZATION FOR DELIVERY, 2012–2020 

 
Figure A7.1: GMS Program Organizational Structure    

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  

 

CBTA = Cross Border Transport Agreement, GMS = Greater Mekong Subregion, RCI = regional cooperation and integration. 
Source: Greater Mekong Subregion Secretariat.  
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Table A7.1: GMS Program Institutions and Operational Instruments 

Institutions and Instruments Year Started Responsibilities 

 GMS Institutions 
   

1.  Political and strategic oversight 
(summit, ministerial conference) 

Summit: 2002 
ministerial conference: 
1992 

Summit meets once every 3 years. Ministerial conferences meet annually except during the year of 
the summit to discuss and endorse overall and sector strategies, provide guidance on 
implementation, track progress, and develop consensus solutions.  

2.  Sector technical and policy bodies 
(senior officials’ meetings, four 
sectoral ministerial meetings) 

Senior officials’ 
meeting: 1992 

The senior officials’ meeting meets three or four times a year and is the key working body 
supporting the summit, ministerial conference, and Economic Corridors Forum (ECF) in close 
cooperation with the GMS secretariat.  

3.  Sector working groups  
(nine working groups) 

Various:  
1994–2015  

The working groups meet periodically on an as needed basis to formulate strategies and work and 
action plans, build consensus, track implementation progress, coordinate across themes, link 
national bodies to the GMS secretariat. Most working groups meet regularly, at least annually. 

4.  Thematic and support forums 
(ECF, Governors’ Forum, Business 
Council, FRETA, development partners’ 
meeting)  

ECF: 2008 
Governors’ Forum: 
2008 
Business Council: 2000 
FRETA: 2012 
Development partners’ 
meeting: 2002 

The GMS ECF (ministerial or sub-minister level) is an advisory body on the policy and operational 
aspects of economic corridor development. The GMS Economic Corridor Governors’ Forum 
involves local governments and is an auxiliary body to the ECF. The GMS Business Council provides 
opportunities for private sector participation. The Freight Transport Association (FRETA) supports 
the logistics industry. The GMS development partners’ meeting convenes efforts from 
development partners to support the GMS. 

5.  Coordinating institutions 
(GMS secretariat, national secretariats) 

1992 ADB acts as the GMS secretariat, initiates overall strategy formulation, liaises across countries, 
coordinates, and supports the work of all GMS institutions, monitors implementation and results, 
and reviews midterm progress. ADB’s secretariat role consolidates its leading role in the GMS. 
National secretariats act as national coordinators of the participating ministries in the country and 
liaise with the GMS Central Secretariat and other member countries on behalf of the government. 

 GMS INSTRUMENTS 

 
  

1.  Strategic Framework,  
2012–2022 

2012 The strategic directions for operations over a 10-year period that embody the overarching 
objectives of the GMS. 

2.  Regional Investment Framework (RIF), 
2013–2020 

Initial: 2013 
midterm review and 
update: 2016 
latest: 2017  
(RIF 2022) 

A compendium of projects eligible for ADB and external financing, compiled by the GMS Central 
Secretariat. RIF projects are nominated and agreed by member countries as regional projects with 
subregional benefits and impacts and are expected to commence implementation during 2013–
2022. Projects should be aligned with national priorities, and should be likely to be economically, 
financially, and socially viable.  

3.  Results framework Various Matrix of outputs, outcomes, impacts with indicators and targets. 

4.  Investment projects Ongoing Investment projects undertaken from the RIF to support the Strategic Framework. 

5.  Knowledge instruments Ongoing Provided through knowledge and support TA and capacity development TA.  
ADB = Asian Development Bank, ECF = Economic Corridors Forum, FRETA = Freight Transport Association, GMS = Greater Mekong Subregion, RIF = Regional Investment Framework, PBL = 
policy-based lending, TA = technical assistance. 
Source: Independent Evaluation Department evaluation team, based on Greater Mekong Subregion (GMS) document reviews and inputs from GMS Secretariat. 
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Table A7.2: ADB Organizational Arrangements for the GMS Program  

Sector, Area, Activity 

Department or 

Division Nature of Support Remarks 

Organization of 
general GMS meetings 
(summits, ministerial 
conferences, senior 
officials’ meetings, 
development partners’ 
meetings) 

OPR, VPO2, SERD 
Director General 

Acts as head of ADB delegation (depending on level of meeting participation).  

DOC Helps in preparing materials for publication; helps in preparing and executing the 
media plan for the event. 

Country resident 
missions 

Helps to organize events. 

Transport sector Transport and 
Communications 
Division, SERD 

Serves as secretariat of the GMS Subregional Transport Forum (STF), with assistance 
from SERC. Organizes annual STF meetings, coordinating with countries’ transport 
ministries on the STF agenda, program, and arrangements. 
 
Supports the preparation of strategies, plans (including the RIF), studies and other 
knowledge products involving the transport sector and the physical aspects of the 
GMS economic corridors. Facilitates country consultations on these plans and 
monitors their implementation, e.g., the GMS Transport Sector Strategy, 2030. 

The GMS Transport 
Sector Strategy is a 
strategy focused on 
the GMS transport 
sector and is not a 
general strategy for 
the transport sector 
of all regions 
covered by ADB 
support (this is also 
the case for other 
GMS sector 
strategies). 
 
The SETC Director 
serves as Co-Chair 
of the STF. 

Sustainable 
Infrastructure Division, 
EARD 

Provides similar support to the Transport and Communications Division, SERD 
(above) in the case of transport-related issues pertaining to the PRC (since SETC does 
not cover the PRC transport sector). 

Energy sector Energy Division, SERD 
 

Serves as secretariat of the GMS Regional Power Trade Coordination Committee 
(RPTCC), and previously the GMS Energy Forum (with assistance from SERC).  
Organizes annual RPTCC meetings, coordinates with countries’ energy ministries and 
power utilities on the RPTCC agenda, program and arrangements. 
 
Initiates and/or supports the preparation of strategies, plans (including the RIF), 
studies and other knowledge products involving the energy and electric power 
sector and power trade, power sector plans and projects. Facilitates country 
consultations on these plans and monitors their implementation. 
 
A TA project, Harmonizing GMS Power Systems to Facilitate Regional Power Trade, 
supports the work of the RPTCC. 

The Director of the 
SERD Energy 
Division serves as 
Co-Chair of the 
RPTCC. 

Agriculture and 
Environment Sectors 
 

Environment, Natural 
Resources and 

Serves as secretariat of the GMS working group on the environment (WGE) and the 
GMS working group on agriculture (WGA), and the occasional agriculture ministers’ 
meetings and environment ministers’ meetings (with assistance from SERC). 

The GMS strategies 
and programs are 
specific for the GMS 
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Sector, Area, Activity 

Department or 

Division Nature of Support Remarks 

Agriculture Division, 
SERD 

Organizes the annual or semi-annual WGE and WGA meetings, coordinating with 
countries’ environment and/or agriculture ministries on the agenda and 
arrangements. 
 
Initiates and/or supports the preparation of strategies, plans (including the RIF), 
studies and other knowledge products involving the environment and agriculture 
sectors. Facilitates country consultations on these plans and monitors their 
implementation, e.g., the GMS Core Environment Program and the Core Agriculture 
Support Program. 
 
Supports the GMS Environment Operations Center (EOC) TA project, GMS 
Sustainable Agriculture and Food Security Program. Supports the TA project, GMS 
Climate Change and Environmental Sustainability Program. 

environment and 
agriculture sectors 
 
The Director of the 
Division serves as 
Co-Chair of the 
WGE and WGA 

Human Resource 
Development and 
Health 

Human and Social 
Development Division, 
SERD 

Served as secretariat of the previous GMS working group on human resources and 
currently serves as secretariat of the working group on health cooperation (with 
assistance from SERC). Organizes annual meetings, coordinating with countries’ 
ministries and agencies on the agenda and arrangements. 
 
Initiates and/or supports the preparation of strategies, plans (including the RIF), 
studies and other knowledge products involving the HRD and health sectors. 
Facilitates country consultations on these plans and monitors their implementation, 
e.g., GMS Health Cooperation Strategy. 

The GMS HRD and 
Health Cooperation 
strategies are 
focused specifically 
on the GMS sectors. 
 
SEHS Director co-
chairs the WGHRD 
meetings. 

Transport and Trade 
Facilitation 

Public Management, 
Financial Sector, and 
Trade Division, SERD 

Serves as secretariat of the National Transport Facilitation Committees (NTFC) senior 
officials’ meetings, and Joint Committee of the GMS Cross Border Transport 
Facilitation Agreement (CBTA), with assistance from SERC. Organizes regular and 
special meetings, coordinating with countries’ ministries and agencies on the 
agenda and arrangements. 
 
Initiates and/or supports the preparation of strategies, plans (including the RIF), 
studies and other knowledge products involving the transport, trade, and 
investment facilitation sector. Facilitates country consultations on these plans and 
monitors their implementation, e.g., implementation of the CBTA. 

The GMS CBTA and 
related plans and 
programs are 
focused on the GMS 
subregion.  
 
NTFC is co-chaired 
by ADB (at the 
director level). 
 
 

Urban Development Urban Development 
and Water Division, 
SERD 

Serves as secretariat of the GMS working group on urban development (with 
assistance from SERC). Organizes the annual UDWG meetings, coordinating with 
countries’ ministries and agencies on the agenda and arrangements. 
 
Initiates and/or supports the preparation of and facilitates country consultations on 
strategies, plans (including the RIF), studies and other knowledge products involving 
urban development, special economic zone, and border town development. 

The GMS 
Urban Development 
Strategic Framework 
is focused on GMS 
urban development. 
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Sector, Area, Activity 

Department or 

Division Nature of Support Remarks 

Monitors the implementation of plans and strategies, e.g., GMS Urban Development 
Strategic Framework. 

SEUW Director co-
chairs the UDWG 
meetings. 

Support and Coordination Mechanisms: 

 

(i) SERC, as the GMS central secretariat, holds regular meetings with SERD sector divisions: annually at the director level and on an as-needed basis at staff 
and sector focal person level. 

(ii) Coordination with EARD (especially EAPF) takes place on GMS issues relating to the PRC. Similar consultations are held, as required, with CWRD (for 
issues related to CAREC Program), with RCI-TG on issues related to support to GMS Program activities funded by GMS umbrella TA, which is invariably 
funded by RCIF.  

(iii) The sector divisions, as secretariats of the respective GMS sector working groups, also regularly present reports on their working group’s activities to 
the GMS senior officials’ meeting. 

(iv) Depending on needs and on the specific requirements of GMS-related studies, and for the preparation of strategies and plans, SERC solicits the help of 
ADB specialized departments and divisions (e.g., ERCD, PSOD, SDCC). 

(v) SERD also discusses and reviews GMS and other RCI programs during SEAMT meetings and retreats.  

(vi) For all domestic resource mobilization and staff review meetings for GMS projects, including RETA projects, Director-SERC is closely involved. 
ADB = Asian Development Bank, CAREC = Central Asia Regional Economic Cooperation, CBTA = Cross Border Transport Facilitation Agreement, CWRD = Central West Regional 
Department, DOC = Department of Communications, EAPF, EARD = East Asia Regional Department, EOC = National Transport Facilitation Committees, ERCD = Economic Research 
and Regional Cooperation Department, GMS = Greater Mekong Subregion, HRD = human resources and development, MC = Ministerial Conference, NTFC = National Transport 
Facilitation Committees, OPR = Office of the President, PRC = People’s Republic of China, PSOD = Private Sector Operations Department, RCIF = regional Cooperation and Integration 
Fund, RETA = regional technical assistance, RCI-TG = Regional Cooperation and Integration Thematic Group, RIF = Regional Investment Framework, RPTCC = Regional Power Trade 
Coordination Committee, SEAMT = Southeast Asia Department’s management team, SDCC = Sustainable Development and Climate Change Department, SEER = Southeast Asia 
Environment, Natural Resources and Agriculture Division, SERC = Southeast Asia Regional Cooperation and Operations Coordination Division, SERD = Southeast Asia Department, 
SEUW = Southeast Asia Urban Development and Water Division, STF = Subregional Transport Forum, SWG = sector working group, TA = technical assistance, WGA = working group 
on agriculture, WGE = working group on the environment, WGHRD = working group on human resources, UDWG = urban development working group, VPO2 = Office of the Vice-
President (Operations 2). 
Source: Materials provided by the Greater Mekong Subregion Secretariat to the Independent Evaluation Department evaluation team. 

 

 

 



 

   

 

 

APPENDIX 8: GMS REGIONAL INVESTMENT FRAMEWORK, 2013–2022: 

PROGRESS REVIEWS 

 

Product 

Date 

Conducted 

Period 

Covered Status 

Regional Investment 
Framework (RIF), 2013–2022   

December 
2013 

2013–2022 Initial RIF adopted. More than 200 investment and 
TA projects listed, with total estimated cost of 
$51.5 billion. 

RIF Implementation Plan 
(RIF-IP), 2014–2018 

December 
2014 

2014–2018 93 priority investment and TA projects identified 
from RIF, 2013–2022. Total estimated cost of $30.4 
billion. 

First Progress Report on RIF-
IP, 2014–2018 

September 
2015 

2015–2016 89 investment and TA projects with a total 
estimated cost of $30 billion, based on the revised 
RIF-IP list on 15 June 2015. 

Second Progress Report on 
RIF-IP, 2014–2018 

December 
2015 

2015–2016 91 investment and TA projects based on the 15 
December 2015 revised RIF-IP list. Total estimated 
cost of $31.7 billion. 

Midterm Review of RIF-IP 
and Revised RIF-IP, 2020 

November 
2016 

2014–2020 Priority project pipeline updated and expanded to 
107 investment and TA projects for 2013–2020. 
Total estimated cost of $32.6 billion. 

RIF, 2022 March  
2018  

2013–2022 Extended the timeframe to 2022 and increased the 
project pipeline to 227 investment and TA projects. 
Total estimated cost of $66 billion. 

RIF, 2022 First Progress 
Report and Update 

March  
2019 

2013–2022 Consolidated and expanded RIF, 2013-2022 and 
Revised RIF-IP, 2014–2020. The number of 
investment and TA projects increased to 247. Total 
estimated cost of $80.9 billion. 

RIF, 2022 Second Progress 
Report and update 

November 
2019 

2013–2022 Number of investment and TA projects increased to 
255. Total estimated cost of $92.7 billion.  

RIF, 2022 Third Progress 
Report and update 

November 
2020 

2013–2022 Number of investment and TA projects were scaled 
down to 210. Total estimated cost of $78.3 billion.  

RIF-IP = Regional Investment Framework Implementation Plan, TA = technical assistance. 
Source: Independent Evaluation Department evaluation team compilation.  
 

 



 

   

 

APPENDIX 9: ADB’S KNOWLEDGE WORK IN THE GMS, 2012–2020 
 
1. ADB has supported knowledge work in the GMS through the provision of (i) capacity building 
technical assistance (TA), (ii) policy and advisory TA, and (iii) research and development TA, which are 
collectively classified as knowledge and support TA (KSTA). During the period 2012–2020, ADB approved 
a total of 37 KSTA projects amounting to $100 million (Figure A9.1). 
 

 
 

2. The number of KSTA projects in the GMS significantly declined over the evaluation period, 

2012–2020 (Table A9.1). Seventy percent of KSTA projects were approved between 2012 and 2016. In 
terms of volume, KSTA support initially peaked in 2012 at $39 million and again in 2014 at $23 million 
but has declined since. It picked up again somewhat in 2019 but has not again reached the volumes of 
earlier years. This decline in the number of approvals was most notable in KSTA projects supporting the 
connectivity objective, with only two approved during 2017–2020 compared with 11 between 2012 and 
2016. Knowledge and support technical assistance support by volume also dropped significantly across 
all sectors, even for sectors that initially received considerable support, such as environment, TTF, trade 
and industry, and agriculture. Between 2017 and 2020, only one or two KSTA projects were approved 
per sector. No energy KSTA project has been approved since 2015. The size of the TA projects has similarly 
declined. The average TA size during 2012–2020 was about $3 million, compared with $2 million during 
the 2017–2020.  
 

3. Of the 37 KSTA projects approved during the evaluation period, 23 have been completed 

so far, of which 18 (78%) were rated successful or highly successful. This success rate was mainly 
attributed to the effective delivery of intended outputs and outcomes, the efficient use of inputs, and 
the alignment of the TA to the GMS strategic objectives and the GMS countries’ priorities and 
development plans. 

 

4. Knowledge products and services constituted a large part of the outputs delivered under 

these KSTA projects. Knowledge and support technical assistance projects have supported the 
preparation of key strategic documents, investment programs, policy and regulatory frameworks, and 
action plans to guide the implementation of the GMS program at the sector, country, and subregional 
levels. For example, the TA for Strengthening the Coordination of the GMS Program supported the 
preparation of the GMS Strategic Framework, 2012–2022, the midterm review of the strategic framework 
in 2018, the GMS Ha Noi Action Plan (2018–2022), and the GMS Regional Investment Framework 2022.1 

 
1  ADB. 2018. Technical Assistance Completion Report for the Strengthening the Coordination of the GMS Program (TA - 2nd 

Supplementary). Manila. 
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The Strategic Framework, 2012–2022 prepared under the TA was adopted at the 4th GMS Leaders’ 
Summit in Nay Pyi Taw, Myanmar in December 2011 and is anchored on the development of economic 
corridors. KSTA programs also supported various technical studies, consultation workshops, and other 
analytical and diagnostic work to inform the formulation of strategic plans and policy frameworks. For 
example, the TA for Implementing the Greater Mekong Subregion Core Agriculture Support Program 
supported studies on agriculture value chains and their innovative financing mechanisms to back the 
formulation of policy and regulatory frameworks for agri-food quality management in the GMS.2 KSTA 
projects supported knowledge events, including GMS summits, ministerial conferences, economic 
corridors forums, senior officials’ meetings, and GMS working group meetings, to discuss program 
implementation progress as well as findings of critical studies.  

 

5. Knowledge work appeared to be more intensive in some sectors than in others and focused 

mostly on the environment and TTF. Little knowledge work was done on energy or on education and 
training. Knowledge work on the environment received the most attention both from the financing 
perspective and in terms of the number of knowledge products and services generated. Environment 
KSTA projects have facilitated (i) multi-country decision-making process through consultations and 
organization of high-profile GMS events, including GMS environment ministers’ meetings and working 
group meetings on the environment;3 (ii) development of national environmental policies and strategies, 
including (a) Cambodia National Environmental Strategy and Action Plan, (b) Lao PDR’s pollution control 
strategy and presidential provision on environmental taxation, and (c) Viet Nam Environmental Protection 
Planning Circular;4 (iii) production of a range of studies and environmental management tools, such as 
the seven-volume Resource Kit on Building Resilience and Sustainability in Mekong Towns;5 and  
(iv) extensive knowledge sharing and capacity building through learning events, including the regional 
training of trainers and national workshop to develop a national climate change and human health 
adaptation plan.6  
 

6. Notwithstanding the achievements in critical sectors, there is room to improve the 

application and uptake of knowledge at the government or country level. For example, in the 
environment sector, while ADB TA projects helped to strengthen regional collaboration in prioritizing 
environmental concerns, effective mainstreaming of the environment in programming both at the 
national and subregional levels is yet to be achieved. As noted in IED’s evaluation of the Core Environment 
Program and Biodiversity Conservation Corridors Initiative, work still needs to be done to involve country 
development agencies and sectoral ministries in working together to mainstream the environment. 7 The 
evaluation felt that the program had attempted, but not yet fully achieved, the creation of an 
environmentally friendly and climate-resilient GMS Economic Cooperation Program. Similarly, several 
knowledge products were produced in the energy sector, specifically publications on integrated resource 
planning, strategic environmental assessment in the sector, and renewable energy development to aid 
governments in planning the power sector. However, there is little evidence that the knowledge,  
including lessons and recommendations, imparted through these publications has been taken up at the 
country level in terms of policies, strategic plans, or sector development plans in the GMS countries.8 

 
2  ADB. 2020. Technical Assistance Completion Report: Implementing the Greater Mekong Subregion Core Agriculture Support 

Program (Phase 2). Manila. 
3  These events were supported under the successive TA projects on Core Environment Program and Biodiversity Conservation 

Corridors Initiative in the Greater Mekong Subregion. 
4   ADB. 2021. Technical Assistance Completion Report: Core Environment Program and Biodiversity Conservation Corridors 

Initiative in the Greater Mekong Subregion, Phase 2 (TA - 3rd Supplementary). Manila. 
5  This output was produced under: ADB. 2016. Technical Assistance Completion Report: The Greater Mekong Subregion: Climate 

Resilience in Cities. Manila. 
6   This output was produced under: ADB. 2021. Technical Assistance Completion Report on the Strengthening Resilience to 

Climate Change in the HLT Sector in the Greater Mekong Subregion. Manila. 
7  IED. 2019. Technical Assistance Performance Evaluation Report: Core Environment Program and Biodiversity Conservation 

Corridors Initiative in the Greater Mekong Subregion. Manila: ADB. 
8   Examples of these publications include (i) ADB. 2015. Identifying Sustainability Indicators of Strategic Environmental 

Assessment for Power Planning. Manila; (ii) ADB. 2015. How Strategic Environmental Assessment Can Influence Power 

Development Plans: Comparing Alternative Energy Scenarios for Power Planning in the Greater Mekong Subregion. Manila.; 
(iii) ADB. 2017. Business Models to Realize the Potential of Renewable Energy and Energy Efficiency in the Greater Mekong 

Subregion. Manila. 
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Table A9.1: Knowledge Products and Services, 2012–2020 

GMS Objectives 

Knowledge and Support Technical Assistance Publications Knowledge Events 

2012–2016 2017–2020 Total 2012–

2016 

2017–

2020 Total 

2012–

2016 

2017–

2020 Total No. $ million No. $ million No. $ million 
Connectivity 11 14.9 2 2.0 13 16.9 7 21 28 23 15 38 

Transport 2 0.7 1 0.5 3 1.2 0 11 11 5 3 8 
TTF 6 8.4 1 1.5 7 9.9 2 7 9 2 2 4 
Energy 3 5.8 0 0.0 3 5.8 5 3 8 11 6 17 
Competitiveness 5 27.7 3 6.1 8 33.8 9 8 17 20 14 34 

Agriculture 1 14.0 1 5.5 2 19.5 2 4 6 5 4 9 
Tourism 1 0.2 1 0.2 2 0.5 0 1 1 10 9 19 
Trade and Industry 3 13.4 1 0.4 4 13.8 0 0 0 0 0 0 
Urban 
Development 

0 0.0 0 0.0 0 0.0 2 0 2 5 4 9 

Community 10 34.7 6 14.4 16 49.0 12 20 32 9 7 16 

Education and 
training 

2 3.5 1 0.6 3 4.1 1 0 1 5 1 6 

Environment 4 20.6 2 7.0 6 27.6 6 7 13 9 3 12 
Health 3 6.6 1 3.0 4 9.6 0 5 5 0 4 4 
RCI coordination 1 4.0 2 3.8 3 7.8 5 8 13 5 3 8 
Multiple 

objectives 
0 0.0 0 0.0 0 0.0 2 2 4 5 3 8 

Overall 26 77.2 11 22.5 37 99.7 30 51 81 57 39 96 

GMS = Greater Mekong Subregion, no. = number, RCI = regional cooperation and integration, TTF = transport and trade facilitation. 
Notes: - Knowledge and support technical assistance includes (i) capacity building technical assistance, (ii) policy and advisory technical assistance, and (iii) 

research and development technical assistance. 
- Publications include books; country planning documents; institutional documents; policies, strategies, and plans; and reports relating to the GMS. 
- Knowledge events only pertain to high-level forums and working group meetings in the GMS (https://greatermekong.org/). 
- Multiple objectives pertain to KSTA projects that focused on more than one of the GMS objectives: (i) connectivity, (ii) competitiveness, and (iii) 
community. 

Sources: Independent Evaluation Department evaluation team compilation from Greater Mekong Subregion Operations Portfolio, 2012–2020 for technical 
assistance projects and from https://greatermekong.org/ and ADB K-Nexus for publications and knowledge events. 

https://greatermekong.org/


 

   

 

APPENDIX 10: LIST OF LINKED DOCUMENTS  

 
A. List of Investment and Technical Assistance Projects of Review 

https://www.adb.org/sites/default/files/linked-documents/LD_1.pdf 

 
B. List of Completed and Evaluated Projects 
 https://www.adb.org/sites/default/files/linked-documents/LD_2.pdf 
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1 December 2021 
  
To:  Emmanuel Jimenez  

Director General, IED 
 

From:  Ma. Carmela Locsin 
Special Senior Advisor to the President, OPR 
 

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

 
 
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. 
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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 
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 
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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. 

 
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 
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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, 
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.  
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