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SECTOR ASSESSMENT (SUMMARY): TRANSPORT, and INFORMATION AND 

COMMUNICATION TECHNOLOGY 
 
A. Sector Performance 

1. Transport infrastructure and services development varies widely across the Greater 
Mekong Subregion (GMS). Standard indicators such as road density and proportion of paved 
roads are good for measuring the maturity of a country’s road network. They also reflect 
geography and demographic factors. Road length per capita is much lower in Thailand than in 
other GMS countries and regions but it leads them in road development because a greater 
proportion of its roads are paved (Table 1). The Lao People’s Democratic Republic (Lao PDR) 
has fewer paved roads, principally because it is more sparsely populated. Overall, despite rapid 
economic development in the subregion in recent decades, the condition, facilities, and 
standards of the transport network in a large part of the GMS remain inadequate to meet rapidly 
growing demand.  
 

Table 1: Comparative Transport Indicators  
Item Cambodia Lao PDR Thailand Viet Nam GZAR, PRC Yunnan, PRC

Population density (people/km2) 81.60 24.70 126.40 258.80 198.20 113.80 
Road density  
(km per 1,000 people) 

 
2.64 

 
5.44 

 
0.83 

 
2.64 

 
1.11 

 
4.34 

(km per 1,000 km) 0.22 0.13 0.11 0.68 0.22 0.49 
Rail density 
(km per 1,000 people) 

 
0.04 

 
 

 
0.06 

 
0.03 

 
0.07 

 
0.04 

(km per 1,000 km) 3.41  7.95 2 7.99 13.67 4.89 
GZAR = Guangxi Zhuang Autonomous Region, km = kilometer, km2 = square kilometer, Lao PDR = Lao 
People’s Democratic Republic, PRC = People’s Republic of China. 
Sources: Asian Development Bank. 2006. GMS Transport Sector Strategy. Manila; World Bank. 2007. World 
Development Indicators. Washington, DC; Guangxi Statistical Yearbook 2007; and Yunnan Statistical Yearbook 
2007. 
 
2. Lao People’s Democratic Republic. Transport in the Lao PDR is almost exclusively by 
road. Roads carry about 70% of freight and 90% of passenger traffic and provide the basic 
infrastructure for domestic and international trade. The sector contributes 6.3% to gross 
domestic product. The country has a road network of about 32,600 kilometers (km). National 
roads make up 22%, provincial roads 28%, urban roads 4%, and district or community roads 
46%. Only 14% of the road network is paved. The rest has gravel or earth surfaces. Road 
network density is low in the Lao PDR due to its relatively sparse population. Most roads are in 
very poor condition and are often impassable during the wet season. While road links between 
Vientiane and the 18 provincial capitals are improving, three of these capitals still lack 
all-weather road connections. The availability of transport services across the provinces is also 
uneven due to the remoteness of provincial capitals and population centers.  
 
3. The Ministry of Public Works and Transport (MPWT), which was previously called the 
Ministry of Communications, Transport, Post, and Construction, is the agency mainly 
responsible for the transport sector. It oversees the development of national and provincial 
roads, civil aviation, urban development, telecommunications, river wharves, and river and road 
transport. The Department of Roads in the MPWT is responsible for the administration, planning, 
and construction of national roads, and monitors the maintenance programs for national roads 
and assists the provinces with implementation and monitoring of roads improvement and 
maintenance programs for the local road network. Execution of all routine and periodic 
maintenance is delegated to the provincial offices of the MPWT. 
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4. Viet Nam. The transport sector contributes 4.5% to gross domestic product. Of the 
overall 251,786-km road system in Viet Nam, 17,295 km are national roads, 23,137 km are 
provincial roads, and the remainder are district, commune, and village roads. Only 32.0% of the 
road network has a sealed surface. The national roads form the major arterial network but, as of 
2004, only 44.8% were reported to be in good condition. Only about 3.9% of the national roads 
have four lanes. Another 66% have two or three lanes. This limits system capacity. Bridges are 
another weak link. About half of the 4,100 bridges are on relatively low roads or are narrow. 
Many sites along the Mekong River still have no bridges. 1  Although freight transport is 
dominated by roads, accounting for 65% of traffic by weight, rail also plays an increasingly 
significant role, particularly in moving bulk cargo over long distances. 
 
5. National roads are administered at the central level by the Viet Nam Road Administration 
under the Ministry of Transport. In 2004, the Viet Nam Expressway Corporation was established 
under the Ministry of Transport as a fully state-owned enterprise to develop expressways. 
Provincial roads are managed by the provincial transport agencies; district roads are the 
responsibility of the district level agencies; urban roads are managed by cities and towns; and 
commune roads are managed at the commune level. 
 
B. Problems and Opportunities 

6. Movement of freight and people in the GMS countries faces two main constraints—lack 
of adequate physical infrastructure and cross-border barriers. The GMS program and other 
regional programs are addressing these two issues but have yet to achieve the program’s goal 
of making the GMS more integrated, prosperous, and equitable. 2  Physical infrastructure 
continues to be inadequate in Cambodia, the Lao PDR, and Viet Nam. Movement of vehicles 
across the border continues to be an issue, although the current multilateral dialogue is likely to 
address this in the near future. Table 2 assesses the development of economic corridors in the 
GMS vis-à-vis transport corridors. 

                                                 
1 Asian Development Bank (ADB). 2007. Report and Recommendation of the President to the Board of Directors: 

Proposed Loan to the Socialist Republic of Viet Nam for the Ho Chi Minh City–Long Thanh–Dau Giay Expressway 
Technical Assistance Project. Manila. 

2 ADB. 2002. Building on Success: A Strategic Framework for the Next Ten Years of the Greater Mekong Subregion 
Economic Cooperation Program. Manila. 
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Table 2: Assessment of the Development of Economic Corridors vis-à-vis 
Transport Corridors 

Core Objectives of GMS Economic 
Corridors 

ADB Sector Strategy for Corridor 
Development Assessment 

As defined in 1998, an economic 
corridor is a well-defined geographic 
area where infrastructure 
development is linked with the 
development of production and trade 
potentials through systematic 
interventions based on a clear 
economic rationale. Its purpose is to 
promote economic cooperation 
between contiguous regions or 
countries. 

The earlier GMS transport sector 
study of 1995 focused mainly on 
physical interventions. The five goals 
of the current GMS Transport 
Strategy, 2006–2015 are to 
(i) exploit synergies in the GMS 

transport system, 
(ii) move toward an open market and 

open borders for transport 
services, 

(iii) improve economic efficiency to 
reduce transport costs, 

(iv) complete the GMS transport 
network and improve links with 
South Asia, and 

(v) encourage use of different modes 
of transport. 

The GMS transport strategy is 
focused on physical connectivity and 
does not specifically define the 
methodology for the development of 
economic corridors. GMS countries 
and ADB have intervened separately 
to encourage economic activities 
along GMS roads. However, these 
initiatives are national rather than 
regional. They lack integrated 
regional planning. New 
ADB-sponsored regional initiatives 
are underway. 

An economic corridor has several 
components: (i) a defined space or 
location; (ii) physical infrastructure, 
including a central transport system; 
(iii) nodal points such as industrial 
estates or border towns around 
which economic production and 
service activities are clustered; and 
(iv) policies, programs, institutions,  
and agreements that will facilitate 
cooperation and allow the clustered 
economic activities to draw strength 
from each other through scale 
economies, externalities, and public 
goods. 

The GMS program includes the 
cross-border transport agreement, 
which enables freer movement of 
people, vehicles, and transit goods. 
However, there is no specific 
strategy to develop economic 
production or create synergies along 
the road corridors. 

The notion of economic corridor is 
appropriate to the concept of 
integrated planning. However, the 
definition of what constitutes an 
economic corridor is vague.  
Discussions with government officials 
indicated that there needs to be a 
clearer definition of how a transport 
corridor can be converted into an 
economic corridor at the country level.
This is being addressed through new 
regional initiatives sponsored by ADB.

An economic corridor aims to 
increase mobilization of private 
capital by increasing the 
attractiveness of investing in areas 
traversed by the corridor. 

No specific strategy identified This is an area for future 
improvement. Mobilization of private 
resources for capital investment as 
well as for operation and maintenance 
activities could be mainstreamed in 
the GMS transport sector. 

An economic corridor aims to 
increase development of remote 
areas through employment 
generation and technology transfer, 
which will reduce poverty, urban 
primacy, and regional income 
inequality. 

No specific strategy identified Separate interventions have been 
initiated by the countries. However, 
the development of economic 
corridors remains mainly a road 
development initiative. 

ADB = Asian Development Bank, GMS = Greater Mekong Subregion, Lao PDR = Lao People’s Democratic Republic. 
a The governments of Cambodia and Viet Nam have developed special economic zones along the GMS roads. ADB 

is providing technical assistance to the Lao PDR to build the country’s capacity to develop special economic zones. 
Sources: ADB. 1999. Technical Assistance for the Greater Mekong Subregion Preinvestment Study for the 
East–West Economic Corridor. Manila (for core objectives of GMS economic corridors; ADB. 2007. Greater Mekong 
Subregion Transport Strategy 2006–2015. Manila (for ADB sector strategy for corridor development). 
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C. Sector Strategy 

7. The Asian Development Bank (ADB) initiated and built the GMS program to achieve a 
well-integrated and prosperous GMS—free of poverty and committed to protecting the 
environment that is vital to the subregion’s future well-being. The GMS strategic framework 
focuses on five development thrusts to achieve this goal: (i) strengthen infrastructure linkages 
through a multisectoral approach, (ii) facilitate cross-border trade and investment, (iii) enhance 
private sector participation in development and improve its competitiveness, (iv) develop human 
resources and skill competencies, and (v) protect the environment and promote sustainable use 
of the subregion’s shared natural resources. 
 
8. The transport sector has been at the forefront of the GMS program and its efforts to 
achieve the program’s three Cs—enhanced connectivity, increased competitiveness, and 
improved sense of community. Initial activities were guided by the ADB-financed GMS 
Subregional Transport Sector Study commissioned in 1992. It identified priority transport 
projects, some of which have been implemented. As regional cooperation grew, the GMS 
countries agreed to establish a subregional transport forum (STF) to handle operational issues 
and oversee project implementation and initiatives. Prior to 2003, the STF was the platform for 
discussing issues related to the cross-border transport agreement (CBTA). Subsequently, the 
national transport facilitation committees took over the negotiation, finalization, and 
implementation of the CBTA. The GMS program established a subregional trade facilitation 
working group, which was dormant for a few years and was not directly involved in developing 
the CBTA. It is now developing a strategic framework for action on trade facilitation and 
investment in the GMS, with links with the CBTA on specific issues such as customs and 
quarantine. 
 
9. The GMS program initially sought to develop transport corridors rather than economic 
corridors.3 In 1998, the need to broaden the scope of transport corridors generated three 
economic corridors: the Southern Corridor (connecting Cambodia–Viet Nam with Thailand), the 
East–West Corridor (connecting Lao PDR–Viet Nam with Thailand), and the Northern Economic 
Corridor (connecting Yunnan with the Lao PDR and Thailand). While most sections of these 
road corridors have been completed, the evolution of transport corridors into economic corridors 
has yet to be achieved. This has contributed to inadequate demand and growth in traffic and 
trade volumes. 
 
10. ADB is instituting new initiatives to strengthen the development of economic corridors. 
The Economic Corridors’ Forum is tasked with raising the profile of economic corridor 
development in the GMS as well as enhancing collaboration among GMS fora and working 
groups along the GMS economic corridors. As part of the Economic Corridors’ Forum, the 
Governors’ Forum is providing the framework and mechanism for stronger cooperation among 
provincial and local officials as well as the closer engagement of the private sector in addressing 
economic corridor development issues. 
 
 
 

                                                 
3 The priorities of the STF were (i) developing priority transport corridors; (ii) linking the capitals, other population 

centers, and major tourist destinations in the subregion; (iii) helping develop remote and low-income areas by 
improving access to markets and social and economic services; and (iv) reducing, if not eliminating, nonphysical 
barriers to the movement of people and goods in the subregion. These criteria were used to prepare the Road Master 
Plan in 1995. As defined by the Regional Cooperation Strategy and Program, an economic corridor is a geographic 
area in which infrastructure investments are linked directly to trade, investment, and production opportunities. 
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D. ADB Sector Experience and Assistance Program 

1. ADB Assistance 

11. About 80% of ADB lending for the GMS program has gone to the transport sector  
(Table 3).4 ADB has financed about 40% of the total project costs in the transport sector.5 Trade 
facilitation initiatives have been implemented mainly through technical assistance (TA). ADB 
assistance for the transport sectors of Cambodia, the Lao PDR, and Viet Nam has come in 
GMS loans and non-GMS loans. TA has also come in both forms. A transport project needs to 
generate harmonious economic growth of the subregion as a whole to be categorized as a GMS 
project.6 
 

Table 3: Transport Projects in the Greater Mekong Subregion Program 
 

Item 
Number of 
Projects 

Amount 
($ million) % 

Total GMS project costs (all projects) 47 10,935 100.0 
Total GMS transport project costs 33 9,348 85.0 
ADB assistance for the GMS program    
Total infrastructure (transport and energy) loans and grants 39 4,090 100.0 
Total transport loans and grants 33 3,873 94.7 

Of total transport, loans for roads 27 3,494 90.2 
Of total transport, loans for railways 3 282 7.3 
Of total transport, loans for ports 2 82 2.1 
Of total transport, loans for airports 1 15 0.4 

ADB = Asian Development Bank, GMS = Greater Mekong Subregion. 
Source: ADB GMS Secretariat. 

 
12. ADB has funded a broad array of TA, some with themes overlapping the transport, trade 
facilitation, and tourism sectors. These 74 TA grants have totaled $53 million. Project 
preparatory TA has been dominant. Advisory TA has included cofinancing from other 
development partners, comprising mainly bilateral donors and the United Nations Economic and 
Social Commission for Asia and the Pacific. The thrust on developing physical infrastructure is 
apparent by the relative size of transport sector TA. The roads subsector has received the 
majority of the TA funding. 
 
13. ADB entered into the railways subsector with the approval of the Dali–Lijiang Railway 
Project in the People’s Republic of China (PRC) in 2004.7 Since then, ADB has provided 
assistance in this subsector to Cambodia and Viet Nam. Aggregate ADB assistance in the 
railways subsector amounts to $781 million. ADB provided assistance for the civil aviation and 
ports subsectors in the mid-1990s, which was later included within the GMS program. ADB 
assistance covered the Siem Reap Airport in Cambodia, Saigon Port in Viet Nam, and 

                                                 
4 ADF grant funding of $54 million was approved for the Northern GMS Transport Network Improvement Project in 

the Lao PDR. 
5 ADB sometimes provided separate loans for the same project. For example, for the East–West Corridor Project, 

ADB provided separate loans to the Lao PDR and Viet Nam. The number of projects is thus not the same as the 
number of loans. 

6 ADB. 2010. Regional Cooperation and Integration. Operations Manual. OM B1/BP. Manila.  
7  ADB. 2004. Report and Recommendation of the President to the Board of Directors: Proposed Loan to the 

People’s Republic of China for Dali-Lijiang Railway. Manila (Loan 2116, for $180.0 million approved on 2 
December). 
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Fangcheng Port in the PRC. Since the completion of these projects, ADB has not ventured back 
into ports or civil aviation.  
 
14. From 1992 until now, GMS transport project lending has accounted for 85% of total ADB 
transport lending to the GMS countries. For TA, however, the proportion is lower at 24%. Since 
2002, there has been an increase in projects classified under the GMS banner. The only 
exception has been the Lao PDR, where ADB has been supporting the rehabilitation of the 
country’s road network outside the GMS umbrella with six road improvement project loans as 
part of the country’s national program. GMS projects in Viet Nam increased considerably in 
2007, with three loans approved by ADB totaling $1.4 billion in the year. Generally, the size of 
GMS assistance has been much higher than that of non-GMS assistance. 
 

2. Strategies and Plans of Other Development Partners 

15. Apart from the Association of Southeast Asian Nations (ASEAN), the other initiatives 
have complementary roles with the GMS program. These initiatives are summarized below:8  
 

(i) Association of Southeast Asian Nations. ASEAN initiatives in the transport 
and trade facilitation sector generally overlap with the GMS CBTA for transport 
facilitation that is currently being pursued. 

(ii) Ayeyawady–Chao Phraya–Mekong Economic Cooperation Strategy. Its 
activities complement and enhance existing bilateral and regional economic 
cooperation initiatives, including the GMS program. 

(iii) Asia–Europe Meeting. This is a platform for dialogue whose areas of interest 
overlap with the GMS program, supporting the ongoing dialogue that relates to 
trade facilitation, environment, and security. 

(iv) Mekong River Commission. Its navigation program directly complements the 
GMS program in transport development. Its focus on maritime shipping and 
inland waterways fills a gap in the GMS program, which is focused primarily on 
land transport.  

(v) Asia–Pacific Economic Forum. Owing to its broader agenda, the Asia–Pacific 
Economic Forum activities complement rather than counteract the specific 
objectives of the GMS program. 

(vi) Beibu Gulf Rim Cooperation Initiative. This includes ASEAN countries and the 
PRC's Guangdong and Hainan provinces and Guangxi Zhuang Autonomous 
Region. The development of the Guangxi Beibu Gulf Economic Zone covers four 
PRC cities: Beihai, Fangchenggang, Nanning, and Qinzhou. The GMS program 
has accepted the initiative as a partner in regional cooperation. 

 
 

 
8 Information obtained from the websites of the respective organizations. 


