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Description. The Association of Southeast Asian Nations (ASEAN) members, Cambodia, Lao People’s Democratic 
Republic, Myanmar and Viet Nam (ASEAN-4), are endowed with diverse tourism assets. Their national socioeconomic 
development plans prioritize tourism because it creates private sector-led employment, generates foreign exchange, 
and accelerates regional cooperation and economic integration. Although ASEAN-4 collectively reported a record-high 
22 million international visitor arrivals and estimated $15 billion visitor expenditure in 2015, most arrivals and 
corresponding benefits were accruing to fewer than 10 gateway destinations. Secondary destination tourism growth 
and spending were constrained by inadequate transport infrastructure, a weak business-enabling environment, slow 
deployment of digital marketing tools, and few market linkages between tourism and other sectors.  
  

Recognizing innovative tourism business models could help foster more inclusive and sustainable tourism growth, the 
Asian Development Bank (ADB) together with the Greater Mekong Subregion (GMS) Tourism Working Group (TWG) 
and the Government of Australia created the Mekong Innovative Startups in Tourism (MIST) accelerator program under 
the Mekong Business Initiative in 2017.1 The first MIST program successfully incubated 12 early-stage ASEAN-4 
tourism startups and facilitated market access and technology transfer for another 12 mature tourism technology 
companies with proven intermodal transport, destination marketing, and hospitality service solutions. MIST 2017 was 
well-received by relevant industry stakeholders, generating more than 100 applications to the program, 360 positive 
media stories, and 1.5 million social shares. To build on this successful pilot, the GMS TWG and its private sector 
advisors requested ADB to provide additional small-scale TA to organize MIST in 2018. Striving to encourage even 
greater industry engagement and sustainability, MIST 2018 was to be a less TA resource-intensive private sector-
driven initiative organized by the GMS TWG secretariat, Mekong Tourism Coordinating Office (MTCO). 
 

Expected Impact, Outcome, and Outputs. The expected TA impact is a more dynamic tourism innovation ecosystem 
created in ASEAN-4, as articulated in the GMS Tourism Sector Strategy 2016–2025. The TA outcome is innovative 
tourism business models are accelerated and scaled, targeting 5 tourism business models to grow through new 
investment or commercial partnerships by 2020. The single TA output was the MIST 2018 accelerator program is 
designed and implemented. Output targets included (i) MIST 2018 receives at least 100 applications; (ii) at least 5 
tourism startups in the startup track and at least 3 in the market access track graduate from the MIST accelerator 
program; and (iii) MIST 2018 generates at least 1 million social shares.  
 

The TA is assessed highly relevant. It was adequately formulated based on accurate supporting data and meaningful 
consultations with private enterprises, investors, government, and civil society organizations, with specialist input from 
ADB’s Southeast Asia Department (SERD) and Private Sector Operations Department (PSOD). Its design 
incorporated lessons from MIST 2017 and GMS TWG guidance received during a December 2017 TA fact-finding 
mission. The TA modality was appropriate given resource requirements and the need for timely TA processing. Design 
innovations included (i) support from MIST tourism industry advisory group, with improved terms of reference; (ii) 
involvement of tourism technology firms, investors, and women-led startup networks;2 and (iii) use of industry-relevant 
eligibility criteria that encouraged businesses with scalable technology solutions and ASEAN-4 based social 
enterprises to apply for the two-track program.    
  

Delivery of Inputs and Conduct of Activities. As planned, the TA convened the 20-member MIST advisory group in 
March 2018 to identify industry problems that were relevant to the program. The MIST 2018 call for applications was 
subsequently launched through freely-accessible websites (www.mist.asia and www.mekongtourism.org) and 9 
participants were selected in April 2018. The 6-day intensive startup bootcamp followed in May 2018, with startup and 
market access demonstration days for 200 industry stakeholders organized at the 2018 Mekong Tourism Forum in 
Nakhon Phanom, Thailand. Demonstration days generated substantial visibility and resulted in MIST partnering with 
the Business Angels Network of Southeast Asia (https://www.bansea.org/about-us/) to co-organize the investor 
showcase at Asia and the Pacific’s flagship tourism industry conference, International Tourism Bourse (ITB) Asia, held 
in Singapore during October 2018.  

                                                      
1  ADB. 2014. Technical Assistance for the Mekong Business Initiative (cofinanced by Government of Australia). Manila. 

The Greater Mekong Subregion countries comprise Cambodia, Lao People’s Democratic Republic, Myanmar, 
People’s Republic of China, Thailand, and Viet Nam.  

2  http://mekongwomeninbusiness.org/2017/09/wise-womens-initiative-for-startups-and-entrepreneurship/  

http://www.mist.asia/
http://www.mekongtourism.org/
https://www.bansea.org/about-us/
http://mekongwomeninbusiness.org/2017/09/wise-womens-initiative-for-startups-and-entrepreneurship/


 
 

While the TA was substantially implemented as designed with proper activity sequencing, design relevance was 
strengthened through minor changes in scope and implementation arrangements to (i) shift the MIST investor 
showcase from the Mekong Tourism Forum to ITB Asia; (ii) engage an additional tourism industry expert to support 
the market access track participants, as their needs were clarified during the selection process and demonstration 
days; and (iii) engage additional gender expertise to support MIST’s women participants. Overall, six consultants were 
engaged for a total of 5.2 international person-months inputs and 10.0 national person-months inputs, compared to 
the envisaged 3.0 international person-months and 3.0 national person-months. All consultants were recruited 
following ADB’s Procurement Policy (2017) and delivered timely and quality outputs, consistent with their 
comprehensive terms of reference. Disbursement followed ADB’s Technical Assistance Disbursement Handbook 
(2010). The performance of the MIST international project manager and MIST national program and event coordinator 
were highly satisfactory, as they exceeded the expected outputs in their terms of reference according to schedules 
agreed with ADB. The performance of the gender and market industry experts were satisfactory. ADB staff provided 
quality specialist advice during two TA review missions and frequent interaction with MTCO, the MIST private sector 
advisory group, and GMS TWG members. Overall, the performance of ADB and TA recipients are assessed 
satisfactory.  
 

Evaluation of Outputs and Achievement of Outcome. The TA is highly effective as all TA outputs were achieved 
and the outcome target to grow at least 5 MIST tourism business models through new investment/new commercial 
partnerships by 2020 was exceeded in early 2019 (Attachment). MIST 2018 received 107 applications and 9 tourism 
startups graduated from the MIST accelerator program, of which 5 were in the startup track and 4 were in the market 
access track, exceeding the target by 1 firm. Fourteen additional startups attended the MIST bootcamp. By TA closing, 
MIST had generated 813 positive media stories and more than 3.1 million social shares, well above the target. A post-
program survey confirmed that entrants were highly satisfied with the bootcamp content, quality of mentoring, and 
industry and investor visibility gained. Market expansion reports generated for each MIST participant indicate the 
following aggregated results: 23 commercial partnerships signed, $1.65 million potential investment raised, and 3 firms 
opened an office in an ASEAN-4 country. Knowledge and experiences generated by the MIST program were effectively 
disseminated to TA recipients, tourism industry stakeholders, and the general public through the MIST and MTCO 
websites. The TA is highly efficient as its fund utilization was 25% less than projected and all activities were completed 
within the 8-month timeframe envisaged. TA savings were significant because MIST generated about $50,000 worth 
of in-kind private and government contributions to administer the accelerator and market access programs. ADB 
continues to promote tourism-related business innovation in SERD’s GMS tourism lending operations and tracks MIST 
participants’ progress through a database maintained by PSOD staff.    
    

Overall Assessment and Rating. Overall, the TA is rated highly successful. It was requested by the GMS TWG and 
included in ADB’s 2017 Regional Cooperation and Integration Pipeline for Southeast Asia, with activities closely 
aligned to GMS Tourism Sector Strategy 2016–2025 priorities to strengthen tourism enterprise support services. The 
TA built synergies with ADB and Government of Australia support for the Mekong Business Initiative, SERD’s GMS 
tourism lending operations, and MTCO’s tourism promotion programs. TA design included sufficient resources and 
implementation arrangements to deliver or exceed all output targets. MTCO and the MIST advisory group contributed 
significant staff, facilities, and other in-kind resources, exceeding expectations. The TA had significant demonstration 
value, as it was the first jointly formulated and implemented by PSOD and SERD. Following TA closure, PSOD initiated 
creation of a new investment facility, ADB Ventures, that will consider investing in technology companies that support 
inclusive and sustainable tourism. TA benefits are assessed likely sustainable, given the significant commercial 
partnerships generated and potential investment raised; and MTCO’s intention to continue organizing MIST annually.  
The TA substantially contributed to creating a more dynamic tourism innovation ecosystem in ASEAN-4 that supports 
more inclusive and sustainable tourism growth. 
  
Major Lessons. MIST program design and implementation benefitted from ADB’s convening power, which enabled 
the MIST advisory group to attract prominent public and private-sector decision makers with deep industry networks. 
Providing targeted TA resources to de-risk and pilot-test new business models was also an important TA feature. For 
future startup/market access programs and innovation challenges ADB should focus resources in these two areas.  
 

Recommendations and Follow-Up Actions. ADB should continue to participate in the MIST advisory group to 
facilitate public-private collaboration and dialogue on tourism innovation. In its role as the GMS TWG’s regional advisor, 
ADB should also continue to promote participation of tourism technology startups and innovative social enterprises in 
the Mekong Tourism Forum, while encouraging their expansion into ASEAN-4 secondary destinations through lending 
and TA operations. Under ADB Ventures, ADB could consider collaborating with the Pacific Asia Travel Association to 
operate an innovation challenge and introduce MIST graduates to the association’s extensive corporate network, which 
are potential end-users of impactful technology solutions.  

TA = technical assistance. 
 

Prepared by Dominic Mellor  Designation and Division:  Senior Investment Specialist, OPSD  
                     Steven Schipani      Unit Head Project Administration, VRM  
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A. Startup Track  
  

• Bamboo Lao, manufacturer of reusable bamboo drinking straws, received a private sector grant 
and invested the proceeds to expand production capacity and quality. This included purchasing a 
laser engraver that enables the company to customize bamboo straws for restaurants and resorts. 
Bamboo Lao also signed an agreement with Xonpao Disabled Association to employ disabled Lao 
people in their production processes. www.bamboolao.com  

  

• CoExplore (formerly GoExplore), an online travel agency offering work-vacations, was accepted 
into the ASEAN-Japan Women’s Entrepreneurs’ Linkage Program and is in final consideration for 
incubation through the Viet Nam Silicon Valley Initiative and the Hong Kong-based STILE Initiative 
www.stileapac.com. CoExplore has received investment offers from venture capitalists and was 
negotiating terms at the time of TA closure. https://coxplore.com 
 

• Ecohost, an online homestay booking platform received private sector grant support and signed a 
commercial marketing partnership with Get Your Guide https://www.getyourguide.com/. Ecohost 
has received investment offers from venture capitalists and was negotiating terms at the time of TA 
closure. www.ecohostasia.com  
 

B. Market Access Track  
 

• Adventoro, an online adventure travel marketplace, signed agreements with 20 tour operators in 
Viet Nam to market their tour services. MIST business networking support also led to discussions 
with AirBNB to share tour services inventory. www.adventoro.com 
 

• hereO, creator of the hereO global positioning system watch for children, hired a Ho Chi Minh City-
based business development consultant to implement their wearable sensor technology at Viet 
Nam resorts. Potential applications include wearable devices for monitoring children’s safety at 
resorts and sensors for controlling bicycles and scooter inventories. www.hereofamily.com  

 
• DidaTravel, provider of hotel booking technology customized for People’s Republic of China 

markets, hired a Phnom Penh-based team to list Cambodian hotel and resort inventory on their 
platform. This will make Cambodia’s hotel inventory bookable through Chinese online travel 
agencies, including industry-leader Ctrip. www.didatravel.com    
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