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Figure 1: Chronological Evolution of ADB’s RCI Agenda 
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ADB = Asian Development Bank, ABMI = Asian Bond Market Initiative, ARIC = Asia Regional Integration Center, ASEAN = Association of Southeast Asian Nations, BIMP-EAGA = Brunei 
Darussalam-Indonesia-Malaysia-Philippines East ASEAN Growth Area, BIMSTEC = Bay of Bengal Initiative for Multi-Sectoral Technical and Economic Cooperation,  CAREC = Central Asia 
Regional Economic Cooperation, CMI = Chiang Mai Initiative, ERCD = Economic Research and Regional Cooperation Department, CMIM = Chiang Mai Initiative (CMI) and its 
multilateralization, GMS = Greater Mekong Subregion, IMT-GT = Indonesia-Malaysia-Thailand Growth Triangle, MTR = Medium-term Review, OREI = Office of Regional Economic 
Cooperation, RCIS = Regional Cooperation and Integration Strategy, RCP = Road Connectivity Project, REMU = Regional Economic Monitoring Unit, SASEC = South Asia Subregional Economic 
Cooperation, TFP = Trade Finance Program.  
a ADB’s active participation in IMT-GT began in 2006, following the adoption of Roadmap for Development 2007–2011. 
b ADB’s active participation in BIMP-EAGA began in 2001, when it was appointed Regional Development Advisor. 
Source: Regional Cooperation and Integration Thematic Evaluation Study Team. 
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Table 1: The Four Pillars of RCI Strategy 
Pillar RCIS Pillar Descriptiona Pillar Focus in RCIS Chapter II Pillar Focus in RCIS Appendix 

3, Chart 3 
1 Measures to boost economic integration will have limited success in the absence of 

a regional or subregional infrastructure that adequately connects national markets. 
Physical connectivity is the bedrock of many economic cooperation and integration 
efforts. Physical connections—particularly robust transport and communication 
links—are essential for the movement of goods, services, capital, people, and 
information across countries. There are immense potential benefits to greater 
connectivity in Asia in terms of economies of scale, larger markets, and greater 
cross-border economic transactions. Connectivity is a central element of regional 
and subregional cooperation programs in Asia and the Pacific.  
 

Physical connectivity can be enhanced by a combination of cross-border hard 
infrastructure and related software—harmonization of regulations, procedures, and 
standards. Technical project-related software is always inseparable from hard 
infrastructure, but the concept of software is broader. Improvements in roads and 
railways can reduce transport and logistics costs, but they are not sufficient to 
encourage cross-border trade if different legal and regulatory frameworks, 
inefficient systems of customs clearance, and other barriers are not removed. In this 
sense, greater physical connectivity requires regional/subregional cooperation for 
both cross-border hard infrastructure and related software. 
 

Regional and subregional programs typically involve an asymmetrical distribution of 
costs and benefits across countries. It is therefore critical to make objective 
quantitative assessments of benefits and costs, and of the distribution of benefits 
across countries, for any regional or subregional cross-border infrastructure project, 
and to set up a mechanism from inception that allows for fair distribution of costs 
across countries. In view of significant externalities in the provision of cross-border 
infrastructure, it is important that countries coordinate in the design, planning, and 
implementation of infrastructure, from a regional or sub-regional perspective. 
Countries must have sufficient incentives for regional infrastructure initiatives that 
can exploit economies of scale and externalities in a way that will overcome 
disparities in financial and technical capacity among the participating countries. A 
regional development institution such as ADB can thus play a key role in 
coordinating and developing such regional and subregional infrastructure projects. 
 

Regional and subregional cooperation has a different dimension for the island 
economies in the Pacific, which are characterized by their small size in terms of 
population and land area, and by their geographical isolation. Small size, 
geographical remoteness and isolation, vulnerability to natural disasters and 
climate change, limited scope for economic diversification, and lack of human 
capacity are serious obstacles to economic development. Building physical 

 Support regional and subregional infrastructure 
projects and programs 

 

 Support national infrastructure projects and 
programs that involve significant regional or cross-
border dimensions 

 

 Promote harmonization of regulations, procedures 
and standards affecting connectivity, and 
evaluation and monitoring of cross-border 
infrastructure projects and programs 

 

 Carry out objective analysis and technical support 
to develop the required software, trade and 
investment facilitation measures, coordination and 
harmonization of sector regulations, procedures 
and standards and a range of cross-border policy 
measures 

 

 Develop coordinated approaches to create regional 
and sub-regional transportation, energy, water 
resources, and communication networks through 
non-lending activities  

 Cross-border infrastructure 

 Physical connectivity 

 Hardware and software 
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Pillar RCIS Pillar Descriptiona Pillar Focus in RCIS Chapter II Pillar Focus in RCIS Appendix 
3, Chart 3 

infrastructure is a major challenge in these economies and is subject to greater 
complexities than elsewhere.  
 

Supplementing ADB’s support for regional and subregional economic cooperation 
programs aimed at developing cross-border infrastructure is a new focus on 
developing links across the various regional and subregional programs. The focus 
will be on identifying commercially sound projects in energy, water, transport, 
tourism, and other sectors that span regions and subregions in Asia and promote 
connectivity, trade, and market integration. 

2 In terms of trade liberalization, the WTO-led process of multilateral trade 
negotiation is the most important mechanism for Asia and the Pacific, as the 
region’s economic future depends to a significant extent on the openness of 
global markets. At the same time, new trade and investment frameworks have 
been rapidly emerging in Asia, particularly since 2000. Many economies have been 
increasingly participating in bilateral or regional free trade agreements (FTAs). 
Many of these FTAs overlap. Since the end of the 1990s, a large number of FTAs 
have been signed or are being negotiated in Asia and the Pacific. ADB estimates 
that there are currently over 175 bilateral and subregional FTAs that have been 
either signed or are under negotiation in Asia. East Asian economies have been 
involved in 95 of these and have been the major driver of FTAs in the region.  
 

There are positive and negative implications of the spread of FTAs in Asia. On the 
positive side, the proliferation of FTAs can help DMCs to pursue their dynamic 
comparative advantage and allocate resources efficiently. Against a backdrop of 
slow progress in global trade negotiations, FTAs can promote continuing 
liberalization, induce domestic and structural reforms in the countries concerned, 
and widen market access across the region. Trade arrangements with dynamic, 
competitive partners can also encourage the spread of efficient production 
practices. 
 

However, FTAs pose a number of challenges to DMCs. First, the demands of 
negotiating many trade agreements place increasing strains on the scarce trade 
negotiation resources of many Asian countries, especially given the expanding 
scope, content, and increasing complexity of recently negotiated FTAs in the 
region. These capacity constraints are particularly acute in DMCs that also suffer 
from a lack of institutions to provide continuous support for their trade, finance, 
and customs officials. Also, these countries may not be well equipped to manage 
the analytical and the technical aspects involved in designing, negotiating, and 
implementing FTAs. This is particularly the case with the many DMCs that need to 
pursue significant domestic structural reforms to particular sectors or to the 
economy as a whole in the face of greater openness and increasing competition. 
Accordingly, assistance from ADB for capacity building in structuring, negotiating, 

 

 Support regional and sub-regional forums such as; 
ASEAN, ASEAN+3, SAARC, CAREC, GMS, BIMSTEC, 
and BIMP-EAGA, by playing a facilitating role in 
regional trade and investment policy dialogue 

 

 Conduct capacity and institutional development for 
DMCs on issues related to FTAs and trade 
facilitation 
 

 Disseminate research and information , including 
support for establishing a database on FTAs in Asia 
and the Pacific 

 

 Build stronger partnerships with other stakeholders 
and institutions that support RCI in trade and 
investment in Asia and the Pacific, as well as 
elsewhere (e.g., WTO, WB, IADB, OECD, ESCAP, and 
PECC). 

 

 Trade and investment 
expansion 

 Regional trade 
arrangements 

 Regulatory coordination 
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and implementing these FTAs is of critical importance. 
 

Second, little is known about the economic effects of alternative FTA 
arrangements. The dearth of high quality, policy–oriented empirical studies on 
FTAs in Asia makes it difficult for policymakers to map the net economic benefits 
of FTAs for DMCs, assess trade-offs between costs and benefits of FTAs, and 
formulate appropriate national/regional responses. In particular, the links between 
FTAs (trade policy) on the one hand and competition policy, trade adjustment 
assistance, and structural reforms on the other hand are poorly understood. As a 
result, there is an emerging need for empirical studies on important aspects of the 
spread of FTAs in Asia, including the effects of FTAs on business activity and how 
DMCs can benefit from trade liberalization through FTAs, and the domestic 
reforms necessary to ensure that benefits are broadly shared. There is also a need 
to identify best practices in designing, negotiating, and implementing FTAs to 
guide the process of forming effective FTAs in Asia through consolidation and 
deepening of trade agreements.  ADB needs to assess this important trend though 
a series of studies, and to identify how DMCs can maximize the net economic 
benefits of FTAs for DMCs.  
 

Finally, regional and bilateral FTAs may also affect incentives to engage in 
multilateral negotiations. Once countries have secured preferential treatments, 
they may prefer to keep them, which may prevent further multilateral 
liberalization. Preferential treatment arrangements that are inconsistent with the 
principle of the WTO, that countries cannot normally discriminate between their 
trading partners, may lead to an increase in closed regionalism, which may be 
detrimental to some DMCs. The rapid increase in the number of FTAs may also 
have harmful effects on DMCs because of the multiple “rules of origin” (e.g., 
value-added rules or changes in customs classification) that arise from overlapping 
agreements among members of different FTAs. Complex rules increase 
administrative and business costs, particularly for small and medium-sized 
enterprises (SMEs), which have limited capacity to adhere to them. Such rules can 
also deter foreign direct investment and trade. As a result, there is considerable 
merit in ADB supporting regional and subregional trade policy dialogue to help 
expand DMCs’ trade and investment. As a regional development bank, ADB is well 
placed to provide overall policy support to address (i) how regional trade 
arrangements can be productively used to expand trade and investment 
intraregionally and extraregionally; (ii) how regional trade arrangements can 
become a building block of global trade and investment integration; and (iii) how 
rules of origin among the various FTAs can be handled so the administrative 
burden on resource-constrained DMCs is minimized. Comprehensive frameworks 
for trade and investment expansion that are consistent with the multilateral 
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trading system have to be developed to guide the consolidation of the various 
FTAs to the benefits of DMCs. 
 

In terms of regional cooperation in trade facilitation, how to improve the 
transparency, efficiency, and procedural uniformity of cross-border transportation 
of goods has increasingly become a major concern for DMCs. According to an 
APEC study, clearing the red tape at country borders would generate about twice 
as much GDP as tariff liberalization would. Trade facilitation measures would 
particularly benefit developing countries, where the inefficiencies are sometimes 
more costly to industries than tariff barriers are. However, many DMCs do not 
have the resources to undertake trade facilitation measures (e.g., updating their 
customs procedures to more modern technological standards and harmonizing 
standards). With a track record of supporting trade facilitation in its regional and 
subregional cooperation programs such as CAREC and GMS, ADB is well placed to 
provide capacity building support to DMCs in promoting trade facilitation. 

3 The 1997–1998 Asian financial crisis provided a major impetus to regional 
monetary and financial cooperation. In East Asia, the crisis seriously jeopardized 
the achievement of decades of rapid economic growth and poverty reduction. In 
the aftermath of the crisis, the proportion of people in extreme poverty and 
without jobs or access to essential services increased significantly. Unemployment 
doubled in Thailand and soared in the 
Republic of Korea. In Indonesia, formal sector employment dropped sharply and 
workers shifted to informal self-employment. School drop-out rates increased and 
private and public health care resources declined in all crisis-affected countries. 
 

The crisis revealed the vulnerability of East Asian countries to sudden changes in 
the increasingly globalized financial markets. It also underscored the need to 
develop a robust regional financial architecture. Consequently, various post-crisis 
initiatives were launched to strengthen regional monetary and financial 
cooperation to ensure economic and financial stability. The ASEAN and ASEAN+3 
finance ministers were the primary drivers of these initiatives, whose principal 
impetus came from the 
need to (i) manage deepening economic and financial interdependence in East 
Asia through trade, investment, and financial flows; (ii) establish regional “self-
help” mechanisms for effective prevention, management, and resolution of 
financial crises; and (iii) secure regional financial stability, which contributes to 
both national and global financial stability, a prerequisite to sustained poverty 
reduction. 
 

Among the various regional mechanisms for information sharing, policy dialogue, 
and economic surveillance, the ASEAN+3 Economic Review and Policy Dialogue 
(ERPD) is the most important multilateral peer review mechanism. The purpose of 

 Facilitate an open and dynamic consultation 
process am concerned to ensure a broad-based 
consensus and greater sense of ownership in 
implementing and managing initiatives related to 
monetary and financial cooperation and integration 

 
 Create knowledge products covering : 

 
(i) the regional economic policy dialogue process, 
both for the organizations that have already been 
established (such as ASEAN, ASEAN+3, APEC, and 
ASEM) and for those that may be established in 
the future (e.g., under the auspices of regional 
forums such as SAARC, and CAREC),  
 
(ii) capacity building and institutional 
strengthening of DMCs, 
 
(iii) analysis, research and information 
dissemination, and 
 
(iv) partnership building with other stakeholders 
and/or institutions that support monetary and 
financial integration in Asia and the Pacific and 
elsewhere, e.g. IMF, Bank for International 
Settlements (BIS), and OECD. 

 Financial market 
development and 
integration 

 Regional macroeconomic 
and financial stability 

 Exchange rates 
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the process is to strengthen policy dialogue, coordination, and collaboration on 
financial, monetary, and fiscal issues of common interest. Its primary focus is on 
global, regional and country economic monitoring, regional capital flow 
monitoring, macroeconomic risk assessment and management, and financial 
sector assessment. Steps have been taken to strengthen cooperation in developing 
a regional early warning system to assess regional financial vulnerabilities. 
 

The Chiang Mai Initiative (CMI) is a regional liquidity facility for crisis prevention 
and management. The Asian financial crisis highlighted the importance of 
establishing an effective reserve pooling arrangement so that economies can 
prevent currency crises or respond effectively to crises once they occur. Efforts are 
underway to expand and multilateralize the CMI. The Asian Bond Markets 
Initiative (ABMI) was also launched to develop well-functioning, local-currency 
bond markets in Asia that can reduce incentives to rely too heavily on domestic 
bank financing and external short-term borrowing. In addition, efforts to develop 
regional bond markets have been given further impetus by the introduction of the 
Asian Bond Fund (ABF) in 2003. 
 

These initiatives have demonstrated a commitment by the region’s leaders to seek 
cooperative regional solutions to the major economic and financial shocks 
affecting countries. The East Asian countries have also strengthened ties with 
North America and some South American countries through the APEC Finance 
Ministers’ Process and with the European Union through the ASEM Finance 
Ministers’ Process.  
 

ADB’s role in these regional forums and initiatives has been significant. At the 
request of the countries and regional groupings, ADB supports regional policy 
dialogue and other initiatives such as ASEAN, ASEAN+3, APEC, and ASEM. ADB 
also plays a key role in capacity building and institutional strengthening of many 
of these regional groupings. ADB undertakes policy-relevant analytical work on 
various issues related to regional monetary and financial cooperation and 
integration, regional economic surveillance, early warning systems, capital flows 
and capital market developments, financial sector reforms and restructuring, and 
regional exchange rate arrangements. As the financial openness of regional 
economies increases and financial integration deepens within a region and the 
rest of the world, external shocks can be easily transmitted to the region and 
serious contagion may result. This requires even greater efforts to strengthen 
regional financial safeguards. Since sound national financial systems (banks, 
nonbanks, and capital markets) are prerequisites to achieving regional financial 
stability, efforts are needed to strengthen national financial systems through 
regulatory and supervisory reforms. 
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It is also important to examine issues related to greater monetary and financial 
cooperation and integration. Given the large volumes of savings in the region, 
there are clear benefits to removing the institutional and regulatory impediments 
that continue to constrain the development of more integrated regional financial 
markets. A key focus is, therefore, to harmonize accounting, reporting, and 
regulatory standards; simplify tax and registration procedures; strengthen regional 
credit rating agencies; and remove regulatory hurdles that hamper the 
development of financial instruments. These measures will improve financial 
intermediation between savers and investors within Asia and the Pacific. 
Developing the basic financial infrastructure—credit enhancement agencies and 
clearance and settlement systems—requires consensus as part of a coordinated 
approach to developing regional financial markets. A further set of issues includes 
measures to promote greater exchange rate stability in the region and closer 
coordination of monetary policies for this purpose. 

4 A regional public good (RPG) is a benefit shared by two or more countries in a 
region. RPGs can be promoted by (i) coordinated actions to supply RPGs such as 
clean air, environmental protection, control of communicable diseases, and 
management of natural disasters; and (ii) dissemination of analysis and research 
findings in the public domain through publications, workshops, and shared 
standards. 
 

As greater connectivity results in higher flows of goods, traffic, and people across 
borders, regional integration brings benefits and costs. A negative side effect is 
the spread of communicable diseases as people move across regions. Avian 
influenza in 2004 and the rapid spread of HIV/AIDS along new economic corridors 
have severely affected the poor. ADB is working in partnership with WHO to 
quickly assess country readiness to contain disease outbreaks and to mobilize 
financial support. ADB’s project, Community Action for Preventing HIV/AIDS,  
funded by the Japan Fund for Poverty Reduction, focuses on HIV/AIDS prevention 
in Cambodia, Lao People’s Democratic Republic, and Viet Nam. ADB is also 
facilitating the provision of RPGs to combat HIV/AIDS by providing access to 
adequate information and knowledge about the epidemiology of HIV/AIDS and 
about ways to prevent the disease. To strengthen regional approaches in this area, 
more commitments from regional governments are needed. Preventing and 
controlling avian influenza, HIV/AIDS, and other communicable diseases will 
therefore need to be factored into ADB’s RCI strategy. 
 

Rapid economic growth has brought unprecedented benefits to Asia, but there is 
also rising concern over its adverse environmental consequences, which can 
undermine economic gains. Many environmental consequences cross borders, and 
addressing them requires coordinated regional actions. The current challenges 

 Support regional and subregional policy dialogue 
and initiatives to protect the environment, control 
communicable diseases (e.g., avian influenza, 
HIV/AIDS, and SARS), manage the impact of natural 
disasters, promote clean energy and energy 
efficiency, improve governance, and prevent human 
and drug trafficking 

 

 Conduct research on cross-border issues 
 

 Support capacity building and institutional 
strengthening of DMCs to respond to cross-border 
issues 
 

 Support regional partnership building through 
various regional forums and exchange programs 

  
 

 

 Clean energy and 
environmental protection 

 
 Communicable disease 

control and natural disaster 
response 

 
 Compliance/Harmonization  

with the International 
Health Regulations  

 
 Good governance for 

transnational crime 
prevention (human and 
drug trafficking, money 
laundering, and corruption 
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include dealing with serious air pollution and global climate change and 
managing cross-border rivers and protected areas. 
 

These issues are fundamental to Asia’s economic future as well as to the health 
and well-being of its people. With its development partners, ADB seeks to address 
these concerns. Coordinating the cross-border dimensions of the environment is a 
key area of ADB’s support for providing RPGs, as there are few regional 
frameworks for managing the environment. Major actions will include 
coordinating environmental initiatives among national and regional organizations; 
harmonizing standards, regulations, and laws; addressing air pollution, land 
degradation, and global climate change; and widening the range of financing 
sources for environmental investments. ADB has played a leading role in helping 
East Asian countries find ways to solve the problem of dust and sand storms 
arising primarily from the overuse of fragile dry lands in western PRC and 
Mongolia. ADB has also played a key role in the ASEAN Agreement on 
Transboundary Haze Pollution (June 2002), which provides a legal framework to 
facilitate regional cooperation in addressing the cross-border impacts of haze 
pollution. In partnership with ESCAP, UNEP, and the UN Convention on Drought 
and Desertification, ADB has worked with the governments of the PRC, Japan, 
Republic of Korea, and Mongolia to develop an action plan and to design a 
regional network for prediction and monitoring of major storm events. As host to 
the secretariat of the Clean Air Initiative for Asian Cities, ADB also supports work 
on a range of other national and regional air pollution concerns.  
 

A major portion of the environmental problems faced by the region, particularly 
the deteriorating air quality and increasing greenhouse gas emissions, have their 
origin in the energy sector. Energy use in Asia is characterized by rapid growth 
and the dominant use of fossil fuels. The current pattern of energy sector growth 
is becoming unsustainable. ADB’s energy policy emphasizes renewable energy and 
energy efficiency in the DMCs. The policy also recommends focusing on regional 
and global environmental impacts, and enhancing regional cooperation and trade 
in the energy sector. In terms of RPGs, ADB’s contribution in the area of clean 
energy includes systematically studying the implementation barriers across 
countries. However, the application of cleaner energy technology alternatives in 
developing countries is constrained by inadequate finance and capacity; ADB 
proposes to address this through its Carbon Market Initiative (CMI), which aims to 
steer the development agenda in DMCs towards clean energy and environmental 
sustainability. 
 

The Indian Ocean tsunami in December 2004 highlighted the cross-border impact 
of natural disasters, and underlined the need to provide appropriate RPGs to 
address such problems collectively. A key RPG for natural disasters is the 
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establishment of early warning systems. This is being addressed with the help of 
donor support. In addition, there is a need to build an effective, well-resourced, 
and capable regional disaster response system by disseminating knowledge about 
the optimum response to immediate and potential disasters. 
 

The governance-related challenges facing Asia and the Pacific are expected to 
intensify as economies become more developed, complex, and integrated. 
Collective efforts to address them need to intensify quickly before governance 
problems become sources of friction threatening the future growth of the region. 
Transnational corruption and crime are key governance issues that pose serious 
threats to the market stability of the region. Addressing such problems requires 
strong regional mechanisms for communication and coordination.  
 

Asia and the Pacific accounts for about half of total prosecutions related to global 
trafficking in humans and in drugs. This problem needs to be addressed at 
national and regional levels. ADB has contributed to these efforts with other 
stakeholders. The current approach of the donor community includes regional 
research; minimizing and mitigating the vulnerabilities of women and children in 
donor-funded projects; and policy dialogue. Working with others, ADB has also 
facilitated policy dialogue within or between different subregions of Asia, 
including the GMS countries. Having gained more experience in this area, there is 
a need for countries to adopt a programmatic, comprehensive regional approach 
that is linked to regional corridors and connectivity planning.  

ASEAN= Association of Southeast Asian Nations, APEC = Asia-Pacific Economic Cooperation, ASEM = Asia-Europe Meeting, BIMSTEC = Bay of Bengal Initiative for Multi-Sectoral Technical and 
Economic Cooperation, CAREC = Central Asia Regional Economic Cooperation, DMC = developing member country, ESCAP = United Nations Economic and Social Commission for Asia and the 
Pacific, FTA = free trade agreement, GMS = Greater Mekong Subregion, IADB = Inter-American Development Bank, OECD = Organisation for Economic Co-operation and Development, PECC = 
Pacific Economic Cooperation Council, RCI = regional cooperation and integration, RPG = regional public good,  SAARC = South Asian Association for Regional Cooperation, SARS = severe acute 
respiratory syndrome, UNEP = United nations Environment Programme, WTO = World Trade Organization. 
a A narrative description of the pillars can be found in the main document. 
Source: ADB. 2006. Regional Cooperation and Integration Strategy. Manila.  
 

 
Table 2: Subregional Cooperation Programs 

Mandate 
 

Sectoral/Thematic Focus Institutional Arrangements Coordination Finance 
Modalities 

ADB Support  

1. Greater Mekong Subregion (GMS) 
In 1992, six countries—
Cambodia; the People’s 
Republic of China (PRC), 
focusing on Yunnan 
Province; the Lao People’s 

In 2002, the GMS countries 
produced a comprehensive 
strategic framework for 
subregional development—the 
GMS Strategic Framework 2002-

The GMS is managed by an 
institutional mechanism 
involving both the political and 
operational levels of the six GMS 
member countries. It is 

Internal 

A national interministerial 
committee assisted by a 
designated focal point or 
national secretariat coordinates 

Technical 
assistance, 
grants, 
loans and 
trust funds 

In the period 2003–
2014, ADB had extended 
loans and grants under 
the GMS program 
totaling $5.4 billion for 
78 investment projects 
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Mandate 
 

Sectoral/Thematic Focus Institutional Arrangements Coordination Finance 
Modalities 

ADB Support  

Democratic Republic (Lao 
PDR); Myanmar; Thailand; 
and Viet Nam—established 
the Greater Mekong 
Subregion Economic 
Cooperation Program (GMS 
program) as an activity-
based subregional 
economic cooperation 
program, with ADB acting 
as the program’s 
secretariat. Guangxi Zhuang 
Autonomous Region of the 
PRC joined the program in 
2004. 

 

With support from ADB and 
other donors, the GMS 
program helps the 
implementation of high- 
priority subregional projects 
in transport, energy, 
telecommunications, 
environment, human 
resource development, 
tourism, trade, private 
sector investment, and 
agriculture 

2012—with a focus on: 

 strengthening 
infrastructure links;  

 facilitating cross-border 
trade and investment, and 
tourism;  

 enhancing private sector 
participation and 
competitiveness;  

 developing human 
resources; and 

 protecting the environment 
and promoting the 
sustainable use of shared 
natural resources.  
 

The strategic framework of the 
GMS program for 2012–2022 
builds on the progress the 
program has made as well as on 
the commitment of member 
countries to the promotion of 
regional integration and, in that 
context, to encouraging greater 
GMS integration as part of a 
broader process of integration 
within ASEAN and the Asia 
region. The new strategic 
framework is anchored on the 
corridor-development approach, 
which provides a spatial and 
thematic focus to the program. 
It expands the GMS program 
from conventional infrastructure 
to multisectoral investments 
designed to foster economic 
corridor development, involving 
stronger cross-sectoral links, 
better consideration of the 

pragmatic and flexible, and is 
guided only by a general set of 
principles. It has three levels:  

GMS Government National 
Coordinating Committee and 
National Coordinators  
The GMS national coordinators 
are responsible for overseeing all 
GMS-related activities in each 
country and they work in 
coordination with the GMS 
secretariat at ADB and with the 
members of each working group 
within their own countries.  

GMS Summit of Leaders 
The summit is the highest forum 
in the GMS Economic 
Cooperation Program and serves 
as the venue for the GMS 
leaders to review and assess the 
progress made under the 
program; renew their 
commitment to subregional 
cooperation and its goals; 
provide support at the highest 
political level to the program, its 
projects, and activities; and 
provide broad directions for 
landmark or key initiatives under 
the GMS program. Summits are 
normally held every 3 years. 

 

 

GMS activities in each country. A 
unit at ADB headquarters 
provides overall secretariat 
support to the GMS program in 
coordination with national 
secretariats in the GMS countries. 

The GMS program has paid 
particular attention to the 
importance of building strategic 
alliances and partnerships, 
especially with ASEAN and the 
Mekong River Commission. The 
program has worked hard to 
avoid duplication and ensure 
close coordination with both of 
these initiatives and has made 
important progress, but more 
work is required to ensure that 
the GMS program is better 
coordinated with the broader 
ASEAN cooperation framework, 
including ASEAN+3. It is also 
important to continue to 
enhance the GMS program’s 
interactions with other 
subregional initiatives, such as 
the Bay of Bengal Initiative for 
Multi-Sectoral Technical and 
Economic Cooperation, and the 
Mekong River Commission. 

External 

 Integration with similar 
regional and subregional 
organization initiatives (CAREC 
– GMS Conferences and 

with a total project cost 
of $15.0 billion. The 
projects involved 
subregional roads, 
airport and railway 
improvements, 
hydropower for cross-
border power supply, 
tourism infrastructure, 
urban development, and 
communicable disease 
control. GMS 
governments have 
provided about $4.3 
billion for these projects 
and development 
partners about $5.6 
billion. In addition, ADB 
supported 177 technical 
assistance projects with 
a total cost of $286.1 
million for project 
preparation, capacity 
development, economic 
and sector work, and 
coordination and 
secretariat assistance. 
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spatial aspects of regional 
economic development, more 
local stakeholder involvement, 
and more effective monitoring 
and evaluation. 

 

 

GMS Ministerial Conference 
The annual ministerial 
conference provides policy 
direction for the program and 
oversees progress in identifying 
and implementing results-
oriented subregional 
cooperation initiatives. 

Senior Officials’ Meetings 
These regularly review progress 
in the GMS program’s sectoral 
activities, determining issues 
that may require ministerial 
attention and reporting to GMS 
ministerial conferences.  

Sector Forums and Working 
Groups 
These design the strategic 
thrusts of the GMS strategic 
framework and help ensure their 
implementation at project and 
operational levels in nine priority 
sectors:   
(i) agriculture; (ii) energy;        
(iii) environment; (iii) human 
resource development;           
(iv) investment;  
(v) telecommunications;           
(vi) tourism; (vii) trade;          
(viii) transport;  
(ix) multisector. 
 

Workshops, Bay of Bengal 
Initiative for Multi-Sectoral 
Technical and Economic 
Cooperation, and the Mekong 
River Commission.) 

 Integration with donor 
countries 

 Integration with other donor 
organizations 
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GMS  Economic  Corridors  
Forum.  This is an annual event 
for GMS ministers/vice-ministers, 
GMS national coordinators, 
GMS senior officials from 
different line agencies, 
development partners, private 
sector, GMS business forum and 
ADB representatives.  The Forum 
takes stock of cross-border 
transport agreement and 
transport and trade facilitation 
initiatives in the region, and 
look into the role of economic 
zones in economic corridors 
development.  The 6th GMS 
Economic Corridors Forum (ECF-
6) was held in Hanoi, Viet Nam 
with the theme “Developing 
Economic Corridors through 
Transport and Trade Facilitation 
& Economic Zones”. The 7th ECF 
is being organized with the 
theme, “Fostering Pragmatic 
Cooperation towards the Future 
of GMS Economic Corridors”. 
 

Governors’ Forum.  Operates 
within the Economic 
Cooperation Forum (ECF) to 
raise awareness, increase 
participation and secure 
commitment of the governors or 
their equivalent in the provinces 
along the Southern Economic 
Corridor (SEC) and other GMS 
economic corridors; Promotes 
private sector participation in 
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cross-border activities along the 
economic corridors. 

GMS Business Council.  This 
Council, officially established on 
June 8, 2010 in Kunming, 
provides a platform for 
communication and dialogues 
under the China-ASEAN Free 
Trade Area framework to 
strengthen corporate 
partnership in GMS countries 
and regions.   

Greater Mekong Railway 
Association. This GMS railway 
coordination body will be 
established to develop railway 
institutional capacity in 
respective GMS countries 
(Cambodia, People's Republic of 
China, Lao Peoples Democratic 
Republic, Myanmar, Thailand, 
and Vietnam), as well as support 
railway connectivity and inter-
operability (ADB TA 8529-REG). 

2. Central Asian Regional Economic Cooperation Program (CAREC) 
CAREC is a project-based 
initiative that promotes 
economic cooperation in 
Central Asia in a partnership 
of 10 countries and 6 
multilateral institutions 
working together to 
promote development 
through regional 
cooperation, leading to 
accelerated growth and 

The core sectors are: 
 transport, 
 trade facilitation, 
 trade policy, and 
 energy.  

In 2006, the CAREC 
Comprehensive Action Plan 
(CAP) was endorsed and guided 
the program in the medium 
term. The CAP defined five 
strategic themes: (i) 

The CAREC institutional 
framework has two levels--policy 
and operational. At the policy 
level, a ministerial-level 
mechanism provides overall 
strategic guidance and take 
policy decisions. At the 
operational level, a Senior 
Officials' Meeting is charged 
with ensuring the effective 
implementation of policy 

Internal 

Ministerial Conference 
An annual conference provides 
overall guidance to the program 
and determines policy and 
strategic directions. ADB serves 
as the CAREC secretariat. 

Senior Officials’ Meetings These 
biannual meetings assess 

TA, grants, 
loans, non-
lending 
activities 

In the period 2003-
2014, ADB approved a 
total of 114 CAREC-
related loan and grant 
projects for a total 
amount of $9.5 billion. 
Some key achievements 
of the program include 
improvements to 4,000 
km of roads and 2,240 
km of railways along six 
priority transport 
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poverty reduction.  

The program vision is 
“Good Neighbors, Good 
Partners, and Good 
Prospects.” 

The participating countries 
are: Afghanistan, 
Azerbaijan, the People's 
Republic of China, 
Kazakhstan, the Kyrgyz 
Republic, Mongolia, 
Pakistan, Tajikistan, 
Turkmenistan, and 
Uzbekistan.  

The participating 
multilateral institutions 
include: the Asian 
Development Bank—which 
also serves as the CAREC 
secretariat, European Bank 
for Reconstruction and 
Development, International 
Monetary Fund, Islamic 
Development Bank, United 
Nations Development 
Programme, and World 
Bank. 

mainstreaming regional 
cooperation, (ii) strengthening 
ownership by CAREC countries, 
(iii) promoting connectivity to 
enable business enterprises to 
access regional and global 
markets, (iv) encouraging 
knowledge sharing and capacity 
building to facilitate consensus 
on the broad principles of 
cooperation and decision 
making, and (v) developing 
innovative approaches to 
cooperative arrangements. Four 
action pillars were identified: (i) 
regional infrastructure networks;  
(ii) trade, investment and 
business development;  
(iii) knowledge and capacity 
building; and (iv) regional public 
goods. 

CAREC 2020  
CAREC 2020 is the strategic 
framework for the program’s 
next 10 years (2011–2020) and 
reflects the required 
enhancements in the CAP to 
move the program toward its 
vision of “Good Neighbors, 
Good Partners, and Good 
Prospects.” It focuses on two 
distinct but complementary 
strategic objectives:  
(i) expanding trade and (ii) 
improving competitiveness. 

Trade expansion seeks to 

decisions made at the 
ministerial-level conference. This 
includes the identification and 
examination of specific regional 
and cross-sectoral issues. Ad hoc 
coordinating committees will be 
established to coordinate 
sectoral issues. Working groups 
responsible for the preparation 
and implementation of agreed 
priority regional projects form 
the third operational 
component. 

 
 

opportunities and identify 
options for CAREC from a 
regional perspective. The senior 
officials report annually to the 
Ministerial Conference. 

Sector coordinating committees 
Each of CAREC’s priority areas—
transport, trade facilitation, 
energy, and trade policy—is led 
by a committee comprising 
country and multilateral 
institution representatives. The 
four sector coordinating 
committees report to the senior 
officials of CAREC on a regular 
basis, sharing progress and 
emerging issues. 

Focal points 
Each CAREC country has 
appointed a senior government 
official as CAREC national focal 
point to ensure effective 
coordination among all relevant 
agencies and other interested 
parties in matters related to 
regional economic cooperation. 
 
External 
 Integration with similar 

regional initiatives (BIMP – 
EAGA and the IMT-GM High 
Level Summit) 

 Integration with donor 
countries 

 Integration with other donor 
organizations 

corridors traversing the 
region east-west and 
north-south, the pilot-
testing of the 
Kazakhstan–PRC and 
Mongolia–PRC joint 
customs control, the 
adoption of customs 
codes based on the 
Revised Kyoto 
Convention in order to 
simplify and harmonize 
customs procedures in 
all CAREC countries, the 
expansion of power 
generation capacity and 
interconnection, and the 
formulation of a 
regional power master 
plan. 
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increase trade through transport 
connectivity, facilitation of 
cross-border movement of 
goods and people, trade 
openness, and energy trade. 
Improving competitiveness 
involves improving industrial 
competitiveness through 
transport connectivity, logistics 
and economic corridor 
development, development of 
related business services, and 
energy sector cooperation. The 
five strategic themes laid out in 
the CAP remain valid. 

Second Tier Areas 
In the next decade of CAREC, 
work on second tier areas—such 
as communicable disease 
control, agriculture, disaster risk 
management, and climate 
change adaptation and 
mitigation—will be pursued in 
the context of addressing the 
social impacts of trade 
expansion and improved 
competitiveness, thus 
generating greater focus and 
synergy with the core areas of 
cooperation. 

3. South Asia Subregional Economic Cooperation Program (SASEC)  
The South Asia Subregional 
Economic Cooperation 
Program (SASEC) is a 
project-based initiative that 
seeks to promote economic 
cooperation in eastern 

The core sectors of SASEC 
operations were initially: 
 transport (roads, rail and 

ports)—multimodal 
connectivity is the main 
theme; 

 energy (generation and 

SASEC countries have 
established a three-tier informal 
consultation process:  
 a SASEC Nodal Officials’ 

meeting provides strategic 
direction and guidance for 
cooperation under SASEC; 

Internal 
Substantive coordination, 
especially with regard to project 
implementation, takes place at 
the working group level. 
Technical studies and plans are 

ADB loans 
(both OCR 
and ADF); 
ADB 
technical 
assistance; 

Between 2003 and 2014, 
55 loan and grant 
projects with a value of 
nearly $3.9 billion were 
approved for SASEC. 
These included 34 loan 
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South Asia.   

The mandate for SASEC was 
derived from SAARC, which 
allowed economic 
cooperation to be carried 
out at the subregional level. 
SASEC complements the 
work of SAARC. The 
eventual goal is a South 
Asian Economic Union.    

Originally the coverage was 
confined to only four 
countries, Bangladesh, 
Bhutan, India, and Nepal. 
Sri Lanka, and Maldives 
were included in May 2014, 
bringing the membership to 
six.  

The expanded SASEC region 
virtually covers the entire 
Bay of Bengal, with a major 
initiative now under way on 
the eastern seaboard of 
India (Vishakhapatnam-
Chennai corridor). 

Myanmar has observer 
status at SASEC.  

transmission including energy 
efficiency)   

 trade facilitation (including 
tariff and non-tariff barriers, 
and production networks); 
and  

 information and 
communication technology 

 
Under the first regional country 
partnership strategy in 2006, 
there were six focal areas. This 
was found to be excessively 
ambitious, so the areas were 
reduced to the first three listed 
above.   
 

 working groups meet once or 
twice a year to review 
strategic priorities and project-
based progress, SASEC sectors 
establish discrete 
subcommittees that bring 
together all partners on a 
regular basis, and   

 the SASEC secretariat and ADB 
facilitate implementation of 
SASEC projects and initiatives, 
and support technical sectors, 
including organizing 
discussion forums and 
capacity building. 

 

Two unique features need to be 
kept in view. First, the SAARC 
secretariat maintains broad 
oversight over SASEC 
operations. Second, much of the 
economic cooperation between 
Bhutan and India, as well as 
between Nepal and India have 
been supported under bilateral 
treaties since the late 1940s and 
early 1950s. 
 

also discussed at higher level 
with SASEC and SAARC 
secretariats. Informal 
coordination includes Myanmar 
which enjoys observer status. 
Within India, adjoining state 
governments, e.g., West Bengal, 
or the north-eastern states also 
receive an opportunity to review 
and participate in cooperation 
activities.   
 

External 
Official coordination with other 
cooperative forums such as 
BIMSTEC is maintained.  
The participation of other 
development partners has so far 
been limited although other 
partner agencies have shown 
keen interest in ongoing activities 
and willingness to extend 
support. 
 

and 
bilateral 
support 
from India 
for Bhutan 
and Nepal 

 

projects for $3.5 billion, 
21 grant-funded projects 
for $345.7 million and 70 
TA projects for $64.9 
million. 
 
In terms of sectors, 62 
projects out of the total 
of 125 (50%) belong to 
trade and industry, and 
another 35 (28%) to the 
energy sector. In terms of 
their value, the transport 
sector accounted for 75% 
and the energy sector 
another 23% of the total 
value. 
  

In terms of the pillars of 
the 2006 RCIS, 48% of the
projects were related to 
pillar1, while no pillar was 
specified for 36% of the 
projects. Multi-pillar 
projects accounted for 
17% of the projects. 
 

Of the 70 TA projects, 46 
(66%) belonged to pillar 1 
while pillars 2 and 3 
accounted for 11 projects 
each. There was only one 
TA project approved for 
pillar 3. Similarly, only one
TA project was classified 
as a multi-pillar project. 
 

Under the 2015–2017 
Regional Cooperation 
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Operations Business Plan, 
the indicative lending 
program includes $2.9 
billion for 12 transport 
projects (74%) and three 
in the energy sector 
(26%).  About 75% of the 
funding is to be sourced 
from OCR, 25% from ADF 
grants. 

ADB = Asian Development Bank, ADF = Asian Development Fund, BIMP-EAGA = Brunei Darussalam-Indonesia-Malaysia-Philippines East ASEAN Growth Area, IMT- GT = Indonesia-Malaysia-
Thailand Growth Triangle, OCR = ordinary capital resources, SAARC = South Asian Association for Regional Cooperation, TA = technical assistance. 
Source:  


