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REGIONAL COOPERATION AND INTEGRATION ANALYSIS 
 
A. Role of Regional Cooperation and Integration in Myanmar’s Development 
 
1. Myanmar is strategically located in Asia. With the largest land area in mainland 
Southeast Asia, Myanmar shares borders with the People’s Republic of China (PRC) to the 
north and northeast, Lao People’s Democratic Republic (Lao PDR) and Thailand to the east and 
southeast, and Bangladesh and India to the west and northwest. It has a coastline of about 
2,800 kilometers, which provides access to sea routes and deep-sea ports. It has the potential 
to serve as a land bridge between Southeast and South Asia, as well as between Southeast 
Asia and the PRC. Regional cooperation and integration (RCI), therefore, provides Myanmar 
with a great opportunity to gain access to regional and global markets, technology, and finance 
and management expertise. It can also promote inflows of foreign direct investment, which may 
enable Myanmar to link up with regional and global supply networks. In addition to expanding 
employment opportunities, RCI can also help in addressing social and environmental concerns 
through cooperation with neighboring countries.  
 
2. Myanmar recognizes the importance of RCI in its development efforts. It participates in 
several regional and subregional economic cooperation initiatives, such as the Association of 
Southeast Asian Nations (ASEAN), the Greater Mekong Subregion (GMS) Program, the Bay of 
Bengal Initiative for Multi-Sectoral Technical and Economic Cooperation (BIMSTEC), the 
Ayeyarwady-Chao Phraya-Mekong Economic Cooperation Strategy, the Asian Cooperation 
Dialogue, and the Bangladesh–China–India–Myanmar Economic Forum. Myanmar views its 
involvement in these regional and subregional initiatives as a means to accelerate economic 
growth and reduce poverty, especially in the border areas. The Asian Development Bank (ADB) 
has supported the GMS Program, of which Myanmar was one of the founding members, since 
its inception in 1992. More recently, ADB has also provided some assistance to BIMSTEC.  
 
B. The Greater Mekong Subregion Program 
 
3. In 1992, the GMS countries—Cambodia, PRC, Lao PDR, Myanmar, Thailand, and Viet 
Nam—embarked on a program of subregional economic cooperation to promote their 
development through closer economic links. The vision of the GMS program is a subregion that 
is prosperous, integrated, and harmonious. This vision is being pursued through enhanced 
connectivity, increased competitiveness, and a greater sense of community. The GMS program, 
which promotes market-based integration, emphasizes the provision of physical infrastructure 
and associated institutions that strengthen connectivity and facilitate the movement of people 
and goods across borders. The program also promotes the development of regional power 
trading and helps address shared concerns such as the spread of communicable diseases, the 
shortage of labor skills, and environmental management issues. ADB and other development 
partners support the GMS program in nine sectors of cooperation: transport, energy, 
telecommunications, environment, agriculture, human resource development, tourism, trade 
facilitation, and investment. Institutional arrangements for the GMS program comprise (i) a GMS 
Summit at the political level, (ii) a ministerial-level conference at the policy level, and (iii) sector 
working groups and forums at the project and operational level. 
 
C. Myanmar and the Greater Mekong Subregion Program 
 
4. Myanmar has participated in the GMS program since it was launched in 1992. Although 
ADB has not provided direct assistance to Myanmar—ADB has not had lending operations in 
Myanmar since 1988—the country has benefited from ADB assistance to the GMS program 
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through its involvement in ADB-financed regional technical assistance (TA) projects. These 
have included projects in the transport, energy, trade facilitation, environment, human resource 
development, agriculture, and tourism. As of 31 December 2011, GMS governments, ADB, and 
cofinancing partners had financed 177 GMS regional TA projects costing about $286 million for 
project preparation and studies on various areas of GMS cooperation. Myanmar was involved in 
92 of these TA projects.  
 
5. ADB assistance to the GMS program has also enabled Myanmar officials to participate, 
interact, and exchange experiences with officials from the other GMS countries in various GMS 
high-level, working group, and project-level meetings. In December 2011, Myanmar hosted the 
4th GMS Summit in Nay Pyi Taw.  
 
6. The nature of Myanmar’s participation and contribution to the sectors and areas of GMS 
cooperation can be summarized as follows:   
 

 Energy. Myanmar signed the Inter-Governmental Agreement on Regional Power 
Trade at the First GMS Summit in Phnom Penh in November 2002, and is signatory 
to subsequent memorandums of understanding to advance GMS countries’ 
preparedness for power trade arrangements. Myanmar participates in the activities of 
the Regional Power Trade Coordinating Committee, such as updating the master 
plan on interconnections and promoting grid performance standards. It is engaged in 
discussions to establish a regional power coordination center, which will oversee 
more advanced GMS power trade operations in the future. Myanmar helped develop 
the road map for expanded energy cooperation in the GMS, which lays out the 
activities to improve GMS energy security and mutually beneficial energy trade, and 
achieve better and more sustainable use of energy resources. 

 Telecommunications. Myanmar has been working on its section of the backbone 
for the GMS information superhighway network (ISN), which will provide the 
broadband platform for voice, data, and internet access for use in various 
applications such as e-commerce and e-government. Myanmar participates in the 
meetings of the ISN bodies to further advance the network’s development. Myanmar 
also participates in GMS training programs for the telecommunications and 
information and communication technology sectors.  

 Transport and trade facilitation. The GMS Transport Strategy, 2006–2015 1 
identifies 4 GMS corridors that include Myanmar: the east–west corridor, the north–
south corridor, northern corridor, and the western corridor. Myanmar is a signatory to 
the GMS Cross Border Transport Agreement2, a key measure to facilitate trade and 
transport in the subregion. Myanmar has ratified the main agreement as well as 15 of 
its 20 annexes and protocols. 

 Investment. Myanmar is the current chair of the GMS Business Forum, a 
mechanism for supporting private sector development in the GMS and a platform for 
dialogue between the public and the private sectors. Forum members are the 
national chambers of commerce of GMS countries. Membership has also been 
opened to corporations to broaden private sector participation in GMS development. 

                                                
1
  Asian Development Bank (ADB). 2007. GMS Transport Strategy 2006-2015. Manila. 

2
  The GMS Cross-Border Transport Agreement, which was formulated under an ADB technical assistance, 

represents a practical approach to streamline regulations and reduce nonphysical barriers to cross-border transport 
in the GMS transport. It incorporates the principles of bilateral or multilateral action, and flexibility in recognition of 
differences in procedures in each of the GMS countries. 
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 Human resource development. Control of communicable diseases is a top priority 
for GMS collaboration in human resource development. Myanmar’s participation has 
been limited to regional activities that are deemed necessary to control the spread of 
diseases such as HIV/AIDS, severe acute respiratory syndrome, dengue, and avian 
influenza. In addition, senior and mid-level government officials from Myanmar have 
participated in training programs and seminars of the GMS–Phnom Penh Plan for 
Development Management. Myanmar also participates in meetings of the GMS 
working group on human resource development and its subsector working groups. 
Myanmar will host the 11th meeting of the human resources working group in 
November 2012.  

 Environment. Myanmar has benefited from capacity development activities under 
phase 1 of the GMS Core Environment Program and Biodiversity Conservation 
Corridors Initiative, 2006–2011. This initiative, which was recently completed, 
focused on the development of environment and social planning safeguard methods 
and tools (e.g., strategic environment assessments, environmental performance 
assessments). Myanmar is also expected to benefit from phase 2, 2012–2016, which 
focuses on (i) improving environmental planning systems, methods, and safeguards; 
(ii) improving the management of transboundary biodiversity conservation 
landscapes and local livelihoods; (iii) developing climate-resilient low-carbon 
strategies; and (iv) strengthening institutions and financing for sustainable 
environmental management. 

 Agriculture. Myanmar has been involved in the activities of the working group on 
agriculture established in 2003, and has attended meetings, workshops, and training 
courses. It participated in implementing phase I of the Core Agriculture Support 
Program, which winded down in 2010. Myanmar is participating in implementing 
phase II of the program covering 2011–2015, which envisions the integration of the 
GMS into global markets through economic corridors and its emergence as the 
leading producer of safe food. 

 Tourism. The 10-year GMS tourism sector strategy study, completed in June 2005, 
identified a number of high-priority GMS tourism zones and circuits in Myanmar, 
such as the Golden Quadrangle tourism zone, the Andaman coastal and marine 
zone, the Tenchong–Myitkyina tourism zone, the east–west tourism corridor, and the 
Heritage Necklace circuit. Myanmar is also involved in strategic tourism projects 
covering marketing and product development, human resources development, 
heritage conservation, and pro-poor tourism development. Myanmar contributes its 
share to the annual budget of the Mekong Tourism Coordinating Office in Bangkok, 
which serves as the secretariat for the GMS tourism working group and coordinates 
the implementation of priority projects under the tourism sector strategy. Myanmar 
also participates in meetings of the tourism working group and the GMS tourism 
ministers, and hosted the 28th working group meeting in Bagan in November 2011. 

 
D. Economic Corridors in the Greater Mekong Subregion 
  
7. Myanmar forms the western end of the east–west economic corridor, the most 
developed GMS corridor. Part of the 240 km road section in Myanmar has been developed with 
the assistance of the private sector in Thailand. A deep seaport project at Mawlamyine in 
Myanmar’s southern Mon state is planned. This will contribute to the development of the east–
west corridor through regional cross-border transportation and trade. Myanmar is also part of 
the north-south economic corridor, with the Kunming-to-Bangkok via Myanmar route forming its 
western sub-corridor. 
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8. At the GMS Ministerial Conference in Phnom Penh in 2011, the inclusion of Dawei in the 
southern economic corridor was approved. A consortium of potential public and private 
investors is considering developing the Dawei deep seaport and an industrial estate. 
 
9. Myanmar also participates in the GMS Economic Corridors Forum, which serves as a 
mechanism for unifying and focusing all initiatives and undertakings that aim to transform the 
GMS transport corridors into economic corridors. The forum also provides a venue for close 
networking between the public and the private sectors, between central and local governments, 
and between agencies and ministries in the six GMS countries. Myanmar hosted the 4th 
Economic Corridor Forum in June 2012 in Mandalay.  
 
E. Myanmar’s Participation in Bay of Bengal Initiative for Multi-Sectoral Technical 

and Economic Cooperation 
 
10. BIMSTEC is an international organization involving two member countries of ASEAN 
and five member countries of the South Asian Association for Regional Cooperation (SAARC): 
Bangladesh, India, Myanmar, Sri Lanka, Thailand, Bhutan, and Nepal. The countries 
constituting the BIMSTEC together act as a land bridge connecting the ASEAN and SAARC 
regions. It is an interregional cooperation program that links South Asia and Southeast Asia, 
bringing together India’s Look East Policy and Thailand’s Look West Policy.  
 
11. By virtue of its central location in the BIMSTEC region, Myanmar plays an important role 
in BIMSTEC cooperation for three main reasons. First, Myanmar is at the center of a number of 
important regional land, rail, and maritime networks from South Asia to East Asia through the 
BIMSTEC region. Second, Myanmar serves as a gateway for goods and services moving 
between South Asia and East Asia within BIMSTEC. If the proposed BIMSTEC free trade 
agreement materializes, goods, services, and labor will be able to move more freely between 
South Asia and Southeast Asia through Myanmar within the BIMSTEC free trade framework. 
Third, given its major potential in energy and other minerals, Myanmar can provide significant 
opportunities for BIMSTEC energy cooperation. 
 
12. ADB has supported BIMSTEC since 2006 with a flagship study on transport 
infrastructure and logistics. The study serves as a master plan for BIMSTEC cooperation in the 
transport sector. In 2011, a landmark development in BIMSTEC cooperation occurred when 
BIMSTEC countries decided to establish a secretariat in Dhaka, Bangladesh. In response, ADB 
increased its support for BIMSTEC cooperation to improve the capacity of the secretariat and 
other BIMSTEC institutions, such as the sector committee on transport, the expert groups, and 
government entities in member countries. Myanmar will host the third BIMSTEC Summit 
meeting in December 2012. 
 
13. BIMSTEC’s objectives include (i) the creation of economic and social prosperity based 
on equality; (ii) the enhancement of mutual economic, social, and technological benefits; (iii) 
intraregional assistance in the form of training, research, and development; (iv) beneficial 
cooperation in agriculture, industry, trade, and investment; and (v) improvement in 
communication and transport. In transport, BIMSTEC has focused primarily on maritime 
cooperation to move goods to each country’s major international seaports. Although this 
emphasis on maritime transport is likely to be retained, BIMSTEC provides a platform for 
Myanmar to engage in dialogue on land transport links and cross-border issues with India and 
Bangladesh. 
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F. Issues Facing the Greater Mekong Subregion Program including Myanmar 
 
14. The issues facing the GMS countries, particularly Myanmar, include the following: 
 

(i) GMS transport and economic corridors must continue to be developed. This 
requires pushing ahead on two fronts: (a) increasing investments to expand 
urban development around corridor nodal points; and (b) making progress in 
transport and trade facilitation, and in logistics development. The Myanmar 
sections of the corridors are missing several links. Trade facilitation needs 
improvement to fully utilize the infrastructure developed in Myanmar. Myanmar is 
the lowest ranked (129) on the Logistics Performance Index 2012, compared with 
Thailand (38), Viet Nam (53), Lao PDR (109), and Cambodia (101). 

(ii) Through the corridors, the GMS needs to tap more fully into the opportunities that 
a dynamic Asia now offers. The emergence of two new economic powers in the 
region—the PRC and India—provide opportunities to GMS countries, particularly 
Myanmar. Myanmar has a large potential to expand trade, particularly exports to 
India and the PRC. ASEAN, which is being revitalized and gearing up for the 
establishment of the ASEAN Economic Community by 2015, provides 
opportunities as well as challenges to Myanmar and other GMS countries that 
are also ASEAN members.  

(iii) Soft infrastructure issues, which are becoming increasingly important, need to be 
addressed effectively. These include the risks of global warming and climate 
change, as well public goods and negative externality issues associated with 
increased connectivity (e.g., communicable disease control, human trafficking 
and transnational crime, flood and drought management, and biodiversity 
conservation). Myanmar is threatened by cyclones and flooding during the 
monsoon season, and by earthquakes. In addition, human encroachment for 
livelihood or illegal economic gains could lead to extensive deforestation if not 
addressed early enough. These issues are best handled regionally in conjunction 
with national efforts.  

(iv) More private investment needs to be mobilized for the GMS program and for 
economic corridor development, including public–private partnerships. Innovative 
and viable ways of mobilizing private capital and other resources must be found 
to support subregional projects. 

 
15. These challenges were taken into account in the preparation of the new GMS Strategic 
Framework, 2012–2022, which was endorsed at the GMS Summit in Nay Pyi Taw, Myanmar in 
December 2011. The new framework marks a generational shift in the GMS program to the next 
level of cooperation encompassing multisector investments and knowledge-driven support to 
develop regional corridors. 
  
G. Regional Cooperation and Integration Opportunities in Myanmar 
 
16. Four areas offer strategic opportunities for RCI in Myanmar:  
 

(i) Infrastructure. The provision of additional infrastructure will facilitate domestic 
and regional connectivity.  ADB has a long history of engagement with Myanmar 
through the GMS program, but this engagement has stopped short of supporting 
the extension of GMS economic corridors into Myanmar. Four GMS transport 
corridors pass through Myanmar. The GMS Transport Strategy recommends that 
the development of GMS corridors recognize the centrality of Myanmar in linking 
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Southeast Asia to East and South Asia. Engagement with Myanmar offers the 
potential to complete the missing links in the GMS corridors and to include 
Myanmar in the forward investment framework of the GMS program.  

(ii) Policy reforms. Policy reforms and related activities are needed to increase 
trade and investment opportunities, enhance private sector development, and 
realize the full potential of global and regional trade agreements. Areas of 
support and cooperation could include trade facilitation and logistics development, 
cross-border economic zones, and the promotion of links with regional production 
networks through the supply chain.  

(iii) Regional public goods. These are critical in mitigating the impact of negative 
externalities that may result from regional economic cooperation. For instance, 
the GMS Core Environmental Program is well positioned to support Myanmar in 
areas such as environmental safeguard capacity building, environmental impact 
assessments, environmental monitoring and performance assessments, and pilot 
projects to demonstrate integrated conservation and development practices 
building on the Biodiversity Conservation Initiative. There is also the potential to 
develop a more substantive program of support to control HIV/AIDS in the GMS 
that directly includes Myanmar. 

(iv) Monetary and financial cooperation. Monetary and financial cooperation and 
reform are needed to promote financial market development and integration. This 
will help mobilize savings and investment, as well as enhance regional 
macroeconomic and financial stability. ADB has been working with ASEAN on 
these areas of cooperation. Engagement with Myanmar will enable the country to 
obtain support for implementing financial reforms that are needed to keep in step 
with the envisioned arrangements in ASEAN. 

 
17. The resumption of operations in Myanmar by ADB and other development partners will 
help enable the country to catch up with the other GMS members in terms of investments to 
improve connectivity and technical assistance to strengthen capacity and address the soft 
aspects of cooperation in the GMS. The recent developments in Myanmar provide an excellent 
opportunity to move the GMS program to the higher level of cooperation envisaged in the new 
GMS Strategic Framework, 2012–2022.  
 


