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Date:  
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TA Type: 
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Description 
The governments of the People’s Republic of China (PRC) and the Socialist Republic of Viet Nam requested a policy 
and advisory technical assistance (TA) from the Asian Development Bank (ADB) to help operationalize bilateral 
agreements on the development of border economic zones (BEZs). Economic cooperation was, at the time of TA 
design, limited to a simple model of border trade, inefficient operating environments, and disadvantaged by weak supply 
chains and incomplete linkages to regional value chains. Despite high-level commitments to the development of BEZs 
as instruments of investment and trade (including a bilateral memorandum of understanding in 2013), investment was 
low and lacked coordination, particularly in Viet Nam. Consultations happened with relevant government agencies in 
the PRC and Viet Nam from November 2015 to September 2016, agreeing to the TA objectives, scope, implementation 
arrangements, costs, and terms of reference.  

The TA provided technical support for cross-border planning and policy harmonization for the development of BEZs, 
helped develop customized solutions addressing key constraints of cross-border trade and border area market 
development, and identify priority investment needs. The institutions responsible for cross-border cooperation were at 
an early stage of development. Government counterparts sought ADB’s support to strengthen cross-border cooperation 
mechanisms and learn from international best practices. 

The TA was part of a broader effort to promote balanced regional development to accelerate improvements in living 
standards in the PRC and Viet Nam border areas, a strategic priority of both governments. Regional connectivity and 
integration is a recognized engine of growth for underdeveloped border regions, and recognized in both the PRC’s 
Thirteenth Five-Year Plan, 2016–2020 and Viet Nam’s Sustainable Development Strategy for 2011–2020. As an 
example, the Greater Mekong Subregion (GMS) cooperation framework adopted BEZs as a tool to harness border 
development, generating opportunities to develop better supply chains between industries and open up border areas 
to larger markets, capitalizing on local, comparative advantages. The TA aligns with the second strategic thrust of the 
Greater Mekong Subregion Framework on promotion of trade, investment and tourism. It also aligns with the Midterm 
Review of Strategy 2020 under ADB’s strategic priorities on trade facilitation, expanding connectivity and extending 
value chains; and facilitating productivity-led growth. 
 
Expected Impact, Outcome, and Outputs 

The TA impact was integration along the GMS North–South Economic Corridor improved, in line with the Strategy and 
Action Plan for the GMS North–South Economic Corridor. The outcome was  capacity to develop, manage, negotiate, 
and promote BEZs in the border areas of the PRC and Viet Nam enhanced. The TA included three outputs: (i) policy 
recommendations for coordinated border economic zone development formulated, (ii) coordination mechanisms for the 
development and management of the BEZs and public–private coordination strengthened, and (iii) capacity building of 
government stakeholders conducted. 

 
Implementation Arrangements 

The Public Management, Financial Sector and Regional Cooperation Division of the East Asia Department served as 
the executing agency. The implementing agencies were PRC’s provincial government of the Guangxi Zhuang 
Autonomous Region (GZAR) through the Guangxi Development and Reform Commission, who collaborated with the 
Department of Finance and Department of Commerce; and Viet Nam’s Ministry of Industry and Trade (MOIT).a The 
consulting services contract, signed on 12 June 2017, mobilized four consultantsb that included two international 
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consultants with technical expertise on regional cooperation and border economic zones and one national consultant 
to assist with the review of PRC and Viet Nam national policies. Selection and engagement of consulting services was 
in accordance with ADB’s Guidelines on the Use of Consultants (2013, as amended from time to time).  The 
performance evaluation reports resulted to 2 satisfactory ratings and 1 generally satisfactory rating.  

In May 2018, a minor change in implementation arrangements increased the international consultant inputs and 
engaged four additional national consultants to help with data collection and analytical work. The project team reached 
an agreement to pursue a joint study under the TA with the United Nations Economic and Social Commission for Asia 
and the Pacific (UNESCAP) requiring additional inputs including a business process analysis of selected goods and a 
performance assessment of trade and transport processes supporting cross-border trade at border crossing points 
identified in the TA. Although the TA supported PRC and Viet Nam BEZ programs’ development and measures to 
improve regional economic cooperation, national consultants’ recruitment in both countries failed to deliver competitive 
submissions. The inability to recruit national consultants and operational uncertainties caused the TA cancellation. 
While the international consultant was recruited, the Viet Nam government’s weak preparedness for participation in 
this TA caused the work to stop. 

The MOIT made a formal request to ADB on 4 July 2018 to postpone the TA implementation activities until the 
conclusion of the ongoing negotiation for a bilateral Framework Agreement on building cross-border economic 
cooperation zones between Viet Nam and the PRC. ADB put the TA activities on hold indefinitely. The project team 
sought to identify opportunities to re-orient the TA’s support. This included a presentation of several options including 
a focus on strategies to promote development and poverty reduction through trade facilitation along the Viet Nam and 
PRC border, such as activities to support export promotion for rural stakeholders, small enterprise supply chain 
development, and non-farm rural labor force development for border processing zones. However, the sensitivity of the 
subject in Viet Nam and the uncertainty of the ongoing bilateral negotiations led the ADB team to close the TA at the 
end of March 2019 and to re-allocate the funds to other pressing development priorities. Budget utilization is at 19.9%, 
which was mainly for consultancy and workshop expenses. 

 
Conduct of Activities 

There were two TA inception workshops on 30 January in Dongxing, Guangxi Zhuang Autonomous region of the PRC; 
and 5 February 2018 in Ha Noi, Viet Nam, in partnership with Viet Nam National University. The TA inception workshops 
included field visits of Dongxing and Pingxiang BEZs (two key border sites in the PRC). Both workshops had 90 
stakeholders from the PRC and Viet Nam, including key local government agencies and private sector representatives. 
Bilateral meetings by the project team and consultants occurred on the sidelines, to discuss data collection and TA 
activities. The inception workshops served as in-depth consultations with a broad range of stakeholders from both 
countries, and confirmed the shared support for the TA. Stakeholders in Viet Nam, in particular, highlighted the 
opportunity this TA presented to better understand the Chinese perspective on BEZ development and Chinese markets 
for Vietnamese goods. The mission also emphasized the need to study the impact of BEZ development on informal 
trade and the socio-economic development of border residents, a key priority of the Government of Viet Nam. The 
consultants presented international best practices and case studies that provided an initial expectation from the TA 
approach and objectives. However, the inception mission raised concerns about the changing operating environment, 
such as difficulty organizing a joint inception workshop,c and significantly different views regarding BEZ development. 
All agreed to a follow-on data collection mission and a subsequent interim workshop in September 2018 completing 
the first draft of core TA studies. Both were cancelled because of the afore-mentioned circumstances. 

The consulting team submitted a baseline study in April 2018, in the form of a substantive inception report. It presented 
initial guidance to government counterparts and contextualize the data requirements for the TA. It identified a focus on 
localized capacity building activities, with strong linkages to planning and coordination at the central government levels. 
Given the absence of reliable and consistent data, the ADB project team partnered with UNESCAP to collect data on 
trade and transport processes in the border areas under the purview of the TA. A joint concept note, workshop agenda, 
and detailed implementation schedule were produced; and for the aforementioned reasons, the workshop required 
cancellation. Thus the work was only partially complete, and nothing disseminated. Unfortunately, this TA was also a 
pilot for data collection on GMS corridor performance. 

Overall, the project team faced challenges of carrying forward an agenda that involved high-level political negotiations 
and the TA implementation was affected. A preferable approach was a delayed TA,d which is relevant upon conclusion 
of the political dialogue. Despite the continuing support of local-level counterparts, who stand to benefit the most from 
improved trade and investment in border areas, effective TA implementation requires a strong engagement of central-
level authorities, especially given the administrative structures in both countries.     

 
Technical Assistance Assessment Ratings 

Criterion Assessment Rating 

Relevance The TA was relevant because its design and scope were aligned with the 
respective development plans of the PRC and Viet Nam recognized in both the 

Relevant 
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Criterion Assessment Rating 

PRC’s Thirteenth Five-Year Plan, 2016–2020 and Viet Nam’s Sustainable 
Development Strategy for 2011–2020; four neighboring provinces of PRC’s GZAR 
and Yunnan  and Viet Nam’s Lang Son and Lao Cai; and ADB’s strategic priorities 
and four pillars of RCI strategy. The planned outcome and outputs, while not 
totally fulfilled, were to maximize the synergies of both countries by facilitating and 
promoting cross-border trade and investments. The TA design/results chain 
indicators were properly developed and there was no change in the TA design. 
The TA modality was selected appropriately, taking into account the knowdlege 
solutions generating and capacity building nature of the TA outputs and relevant 
activities.  

Effectiveness Activities to achieve two of the three outputs started but not completed. For the 
reasons mostly beyond ADB’s control, there were no results met and the TA failed 
to complete most of its activities and outputs which led to the non-attainment of 
the expected outcome. The TA fell short of its expected outcome because of 
eroding political commitment, the performance on output and outcome targets fell 
short. Therefore, the TA is rated ineffective. 

Ineffective  

Efficiency While the project team fully mobilized, serious setbacks were experienced during 
TA implementation such as prolonged delays from the put-on-hold request by the 
government of Viet Nam (footnote c). Some initial activities started, but did not 
achieve the expected outputs. Disbursement was low since most of the activities 
stopped. The TA was not cancelled earlier to possibly utilize the TA savings, if 
repurposed. Thus, the proposed rating is considered as inefficient.  

Inefficient  

 

Overall 
Assessment 

 

The TA design had serious deficiencies: (i) lack of commitment from the 
government and (ii) the performance indicators were ambitious and unrealistic 
given the short implementation period.e Enhanced efforts for taking into account 
previous TA experiences with BEZ between PRC and Viet Nam could have better 
mitigated the potential risks. Overall, the TA outputs and outcome were not met, 
hence the unsuccesful rating.  

Unsuccessful  

 

Sustainability 

 

Because of unforeseen bilateral developments and emerging difficulties on the 
Vietnamese side, despite repeated requests for discussions by the ADB team, the 
project suffered. The TA is one of ADB’s first BEZ projects and although the TA 
design included solid outcome and outputs that offered regional up-scaling, the 
unexpected circumstance caused project failure. 

Unlikely 
sustainable 

 
Lessons Learned and Recommendations 

Design and/or 
planning 

The TA benefitted from an initial commitment of both member countries at the provincial and 
national levels to further pursue cross-border economic development. Both parties had consultation 
during the TA proposal development and provided design inputs. Uneven phases of development 
and emerging difficulties significantly impeded the speed of implementation. 

Cross-border projects of a highly political nature and associated sensitivity concerns require careful 
project planning and design. When one or many countries have serious issues like this during the 
project development stage, ADB might pursue two separate TA projects in each country. This 
approach offers better risk mitigation through one set of national-level objectives, results and 
reporting to moderate. 

Certain performance indicators in the DMF were too ambitious and did not consider changing 
political risks and related political-economic environments. One of the key lessons learned is that 
ADB has limited tools for implementing bilateral TAs in a sensitive cross-border environment. Also, 
given that these countries have strong central goverments, intervention at the provincial level 
causes implementation delays as local governments await clearances from national agencies 
before implementation. 

Implementation 
and/or delivery 

Key policy actions need clearance in both the PRC and Viet Nam to translate the political 
commitment into actions related to border and customs procedures. A different timeframe and risk 
assessment for TA implementation might mitigate delays in dealing with developing member 
countries government policy approvals. Planning synchronization must be concurrent in both 
countries to achieve timely implementation; and to enhance economic development in the PRC and 
Viet Nam border areas. Also given the serious setbacks which occurred during implementation, a 
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long TA implementation period did not provide better results. Thus, earlier cancelation of the TA 
could have been a better way to potentially utilize limited TA resources.   

Management of 
staff and 
consultants 

Despite the timely recruitment of the main consultants, utilization was ineffective since their outputs 
were largely focused on supporting the implementating agencies. The key lesson is to recruit the 
consultants only when there is a strong clients’ commitment in place, supported by the wide-spread 
engagement and consensus from the participating executing and/or implementing agencies and 
relavent stakeholders.  

Knowledge 
building 

Although the TA studies had no requirement for sensitive data from the PRC or Viet Nam, the BEZ 
consultant needed the local input to tailor his research and recommendations regarding the 
experience of other countries with BEZs. Delays and timing issues impacted knowledge sharing 
including delays in responses, management changes, September 2018 workshop changes; and 
data inputs such as customs data deemed too sensitive. International best practices and case 
studies were presented by the consultants during both inception workshops. As above, the 
impactful knowledge building and sharing activities are useful only given the participating 
governments’ strong commitment and engagement secured.   

Stakeholder 
participation 

When project scope and design consider local-level stakeholder participation, it is important to 
assess specific local needs and political economy environment as well as their capacity in decision 
making, policy implementation, and coordination with central-level stakeholders. Close 
egangement with the private sector often helps set out realistic targets and indicators in projects 
supporting businesses and investments. 

Post-TA 
financial 
resource 

The project received PRC Fund financing. Allocated funding covered all the planned TA activities, 
however because of delays in its implementation, there were substantial savings of about 80% of 
the total TA allocation. The TA was let to lapse so the TA savings could not be utilized earlier. An 
important lesson learned is that an earlier TA cancelation could help reduce the opportunity cost of 
keeping funding resources on hold, and enable reallocation of TA savings where applicable, in case 
of a clear indication of implementation difficulties and delays. 

 
Follow-up Actions 

None. 
 

a  In Viet Nam, central-level authorities were the key counterparts under the TA. Border area authorities had a higher level of 
engagement (including through informal coordination with the PRC) but were not in control of the agenda for BEZ development.  

b  There was a national consultant engaged in Viet Nam, however, was unable to perform since the work was not defined in Viet Nam 
and the contract was cancelled.  

c  The Vietnamese delegation initially agreed to hold a joint workshop but later withdrew, which may have reflected emerging 
implementation difficulties. 

d The TA DMF focused on project reports submitted to counterparts, coordination and knowledge sharing/capacity building 
meetings/workshops and not specifically on the impact of these on systems, processes, and improved efficiencies. The objective 
was to try to keep the DMF under the control of the project team to the extent possible, knowing that it would be a difficult operating 
environment.  

e The directions were clearer in the PRC where investments were ongoing. In Viet Nam, policy discussions on BEZs, including 
central-local coordination and division of labor were still ongoing when the RETA was designed. 

 

 
Prepared by: 
 
Zulfia Karimova 
Cynthia Castillejos-Petalcorin 

Designation and Division: 
 
Principal Regional Cooperation Specialist, EAPF  
Senior Economics Officer, ERMR (on STA, EAOD) 
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DESIGN AND MONITORING FRAMEWORK 
 
Impact 

Integration along the GMS North–South Economic Corridor improved. 

Results Chain 
Performance Indicators with 

Targets and Baselines Achievements 

Outcome   
Capacity to develop, 
manage, negotiate, 
and promote BEZs in 
the border areas of the 
PRC and Viet Nam 
enhanced 

a. Policy or regulatory reform 
initiative for BEZ development 
presented to the GMS 
ministerial meeting in 2019 
(2016 baseline: bilateral 
discussions initiated) 

a. The TA fell short of the desired outcome due to 
various circumstances beyond the project team’s 
control.  

Outputs By 2019  
1. Policy 
recommendations for 
coordinated BEZ 
development 
formulated 

1. BEZ development strategy and 
action plans submitted to government 
officials (2016 baseline: no integrated 
and coordinated BEZ development 
strategies) 

1a. The team of experts were mobilized to conduct 
an analysis of BEZ-related policy, legal, 
regulatory, financial, and institutional 
arrangements but the absence of national 
consultant counterparts limited activity and that 
held up the request to continue project 
implementation. 

2. Coordination 
mechanisms for the 
development and 
management of the 
BEZs and public– 
private coordination 
strengthened 

2a. At least one bilateral 
coordination meeting held at the 
provincial level (2016 baseline: not 
applicable) 

2a. There was no coordination meeting because 
of the TA implementation hold request from Viet 
Nam government. 

 2b. At least one public–private 
forum, with at least 50 participants, 
conducted (2016 baseline: not 
applicable) 

2b. Two inception workshops included one in the 
PRC and one in Viet Nam, around 90 participants 
attended from both public and private sectors. 

3. Capacity building of 
government 
stakeholders 
conducted 

3a. At least one capacity building 
and knowledge sharing workshop on 
topics agreed at inception stage and 
that emerge through TA research held 
(2016 baseline: not applicable) 

3a. The interim workshop date was September 
2018 until cancellation. A compilation of proposed 
capacity building activities were in the inception 
report.   

 3b. BEZ operational guidelines 
submitted to government officials 
(2016 baseline: not applicable) 

3b. Not accomplished. 

 
Actual Key Activities with Milestones 
1. Policy recommendations for coordinated border economic zone development formulated 
1.1 Organize and conduct TA inception workshops (30 January and 5 February 2018). 
1.2 Prepare core studies to inform dialogue on developing BEZs and formulating strategy and action plans (not 

completed). 
1.3 Present preliminary findings at a consultation workshop with policy makers, the private sector, other stakeholders, 

and outside experts as required (September 2018, cancelled). 
1.4 Prepare the BEZ development strategy and action plans for each participating country (not completed). 
1.5 Conduct consultations with stakeholders on the draft BEZ strategy and action plans (not completed). 
1.6 Prepare and present the draft consultant report (by December 2018) (not completed). 
1.7 Deliver the final consultant report (not completed). 
2. Coordination mechanisms for the development and management of the border economic zones and 

public–private coordination strengthened 
2.1 Facilitate bilateral consultations between provincial authorities (throughout TA implementation). 
2.2 Identify private sector participants in public–private forums on BEZ development (March 2018, thru inception 

report). 
2.3 Facilitate dialogue with private sector stakeholders at a frequency determined based on needs identified during 

implementation (throughout TA implementation, not completed). 
3. Capacity building of government stakeholders conducted 
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3.1 As part of TA consultations, assess human and institutional resources and capacity-building needs and outline a 
capacity-building program, updated during implementation and draw from core studies (30 January and 5 February 
2018). 

3.2 Facilitate a knowledge-sharing and capacity-building workshop for government authorities (not accomplished). 
3.3 Facilitate on-the-job training, where required (not accomplished). 
3.4  Prepare the operational guidelines (not accomplished). 
3.3  Provide TA where required to support operationalizing the BEZ strategy and action plans (not accomplished). 
Actual Inputs 

People’s Republic of China Poverty Reduction and Regional Cooperation Fund: $79,353.32 
 

BEZ = border economic zone, GMS = Greater Mekong Subregion, PRC = People’s Republic of China, TA = technical 
assistance.  
Source: Asian Development Bank. 
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TECHNICAL ASSISTANCE COST 
 

Table A2.1: Technical Assistance Cost by Activity 
($’000) 

 
   

 Amount 

 Item Original Actual 

1. Consultants 350.0    50.0 

2. Training, seminars and/or conferences 35.0 27.0 

3. Miscellaneous TA administration 5.0 2.4 

4. Contingency 10.0 0.0 

 Total 400.0 79.4 

    Source: Asian Development Bank. 

 
 

Table A2.2: Technical Assistance Cost by Fund 
($’000) 

 
  PRCFa Total Cost 

1. Original 400.0 400.0 

2. Actual 79.4 79.4 

3. Unused 320.6 320.6 

      PRCF = People’s Republic of China Poverty Reduction and Regional 
      Cooperation Fund. 

a  The fund was originally named “People’s Republic of China Regional 
Cooperation and Poverty Reduction Fund” in the 2005 Board paper. 

      Source: Asian Development Bank. 

 


