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Welcome to the third issue of the ADB–Asian Think Tanks Network e-Newsletter.

This issue features highlights and key messages from the ADB–Asian Think Tank 
Development Forum 2015 held in Kuala Lumpur, Malaysia on 8–9 September 2015. 

ADB–AsiAn Think TAnk DevelopmenT Forum 2015:  
highlighTs

Exploring the theme of “Advancing Innovation and Inclusion 
for a Prosperous Asia,” the Asian Development Bank (ADB) 
conducted the ADB–Asian Think Tank Development 

Forum 2015 in partnership with the Malaysian Institute of 
Economic Research (MIER). Held 8-9 September 2015 at the 
Hotel Pullman Putrajaya, Kuala Lumpur, Malaysia, the forum had 
72 participants representing think tanks from 26 countries in 
Asia and the Pacific, along with representatives from Malaysia’s 
Ministry of Tourism and Culture and the Tenaga Nasional Berhad. 
Malaysia’s Datuk Sundaran Annamalai, deputy secretary-general 
(Policy), Ministry of Finance, read the keynote message of 
Secretary-General Tan Sri Mohd Irwan Serigar Abdullah.

The discussions on advancing innovation and inclusion 
covered country-specific and regional issues, including policy 
developments. A mix of plenary and parallel sessions provided 
enough time for discussion and knowledge sharing enhanced 
through networking among participants. The opening plenary 
session was followed by presentations and discussions on six 
subthemes: (i) regional economic outlook; (ii) global value 
chains: challenges and opportunities; (iii) regional economic 
cooperation: priorities and concerns; (iv) transitioning from 
middle-income status; (v) social inclusion for shared growth; 
and, (vi) capacity building for better policy advising. The forum 
concluded with a 2-hour boat ride along Putrajaya Lake. 
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Opening Messages  

The participants were welcomed by Tan Sri Sulaiman Bin 
Mahbob, chairman of the Board of Trustees of MIER. He lauded 
the ADB–Asian Think Tank Network (ATTN) as an effective 
platform for knowledge sharing and expressed hope that it will 
continue to expand its role in forging regional collaboration and 
resource- and experience-sharing in Asia.

Juzhong Zhuang, deputy chief economist and deputy director 
general, ADB emphasized ADB’s commitment to supporting 
knowledge sharing and capacity development, in its developing 
member countries, citing the ATTN as a very good example. 
While he informed that funding for the forum in 2016 has already 
been secured, he encouraged network members to explore 
innovative governing structure and financing mechanisms to 
ensure that the ATTN becomes self-sustaining based on the 
strong ownership of the member think tanks.
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Sundaran Annamalai First day of the ADB–Asian Think Tank Development Forum 2015

Speakers and moderator of Session 1. From left: Rathin Roy, 
Juzhong Zhuang, Zakariah Ab Rashid (moderator), Aset 
Irgaliyev, and Zhang Qi.

key messAge

Datuk Sundaran Annamalai, deputy secretary general (Policy), 
Ministry of Finance, delivered the keynote address on behalf of 
the Secretary General, Tan Sri Mohd Irwan Siregar Bin Abdullah. 
The importance of the forum’s theme was emphasized in light 
of the nexus between innovation, entrepreneurship and growth. 
In the same vein, inclusion is a requisite for long-term social 
stability, which forms the bedrock for growth and prosperity. 
The development issues confronting the region such as rapid 
urbanization, climate change, and need for greater regional 
cooperation provide the think tanks opportunities to play a 
greater role given their knowledge and expertise. 

presenTATions

1. Regional Economic Outlook

Zakariah Ab Rashid, executive director, MIER, moderated the 
session. 

Juzhong Zhuang, deputy chief economist and deputy 
director general, ADB presented the Regional Economic 
Outlook. Developing Asia is projected to grow 6.1% in 2015 and 
6.2% in 2016, with varying pace across the subregions. Major 
contributors to the region’s growth are the People’s Republic of 
China (the PRC) and India, although growth of the two countries 
may not be as strong as earlier projected, on account of softer 
investments and exports. The risks to the growth forecasts 
include financial market volatility and weaker-than-expected 
recovery in the advanced economies.

Rathin Roy, director, National Institute of Public Finance and 
Policy, presented the Indian Economy: Near-Term Outlook and 
Structural Features. India’s economic growth will be affected by 
the devaluation of the Chinese yuan. Although its fiscal federalist 

structure can help boost growth, the country’s overall performance 
in total productivity needs to be improved. The relaxation of the 
investment caps and controls have opened India’s high value-
added industries—defense, construction, and railways—to 
global competition, which will enhance the contribution of the 
manufacturing sector in the country’s economy. 

Zhang Qi, deputy director-general, Research Department of 
Foreign Economic Relations, Development Research Centre 
of the State Council presented the Strategic Change:  China’s 
Opening-Up under New Normal.  Entering into the “new normal” 
means a shift of the PRC’s economic development mode, from 
investment-driven to innovation-driven. This presents domestic 
and international challenges, as well as opportunities for the 
PRC’s economy. 

Aset Irgaliyev, first deputy chairman, Economic Research 
Institute, presented the Economy of Kazakhstan: on the Wave of 



Structural Reforms. Kazakhstan’s goal in 2050 is to become one 
of the top 30 most developed countries. To achieve this, various 
initiatives will be pursued focusing on the modernization of its 
economy through structural reforms under the new economic 
policy, Nurly Zhol. Using the hub principle, Nurly Zhol will create 
a united market across hub cities that will serve as centers 
accumulating capital, resources, and new technologies. Other 
initiatives include improvement of the business climate, regional 
trade initiatives, and granting a stimulus package to support 
growth and employment.

2.  Global Value Chans:  Challenges and Opportunities

Dushni Weerakoon, deputy director, Institute of Policy Studies, 
moderated the session. 

Benno Ferrarini, senior economist, ADB, presented Asia in 
Global Value Chains. Global value chains (GVCs) spur economic 
growth as linkages are formed worldwide in the production of a 
common good. As GVCs created in more and bigger countries 
with the advancement in technologies, production of traded 
goods becomes more sophisticated. For the Asia region to be 
the next manufacturing hub of the world, Asia could deepen, 
broaden, and upgrade its production networks by putting 
institutional and infrastructure reforms in place. 

Willem Thorbecke, senior fellow at the Research Institute 
of Economy, Trade, and Industry, presented The Changing 
Sophistication of China’s Exports, 1992–2014. The PRC’s exports 
are far from the technology frontier. While the PRC has made 
great strides in becoming an export powerhouse and increasing 
the sophistication of its exports, the PRC should continue 
to invest in education in light of its importance in promoting 
innovation and productivity growth. Prioritizing human capital 
development will usher new production frontiers of sophisticated 

Dushni Weerakoon, moderator of Session 2, with Hing Vutha

Benno Ferrarini

Willem Thorbecke

products that will help the PRC escape the middle-income trap 
and attain high-income status.

Hing Vutha, head, Economics Unit, Cambodia Development 
Research Institute, presented Leveraging Trade for Economic 
Growth in Cambodia. The country’s economic transformation 
was traced to how trade boosted growth through liberalization 
of trade and investment and opening up to regional and global 
cooperation. The prospect of an integrated Asian production 
network and market from Southern PRC through, among others, 
the Greater Mekong Subregion countries to the rest of Southeast 
Asia offers Cambodia a rich seam of investment and trade to spur 
private sector development and prosperity. To sustain growth in 
the longer term, however, factors apart from export promotion 
are needed such as effective governance, macroeconomic 
stability, technology and knowledge transfer, and investments in 
infrastructure, education, and health care. 



Xaysomphet Norasingh and Kamila Mukhamedkhanova Speakers and moderator of Session 3. From left: Qiangwu Zhou, 
Charles Yala (moderator), Shujaat Farooq,  Ayuda Sari Ismail, 
and Xiaoming Huang.

Xaysomphet Norasingh, deputy director general, Economic 
Research Institute for Trade, presented, A Backward Linkage 
of Lao Agribusiness Value Chain: A Case Study on Knowledge 
and Technology Transfers. Small and medium-sized enterprises 
(SMEs) need to improve their comparative advantage to enable 
them to join GVCs. Low labor skills and lack of technology 
support on production, coupled with the inexperience of 
entrepreneurs in accessing foreign markets, are the major factors 
in the slow pace of integration of local SMEs in the regional and 
global markets.  For SMEs to be attractive to foreign investors 
and enable them to join the GVCs, governments can provide 
incentives to encourage them to invest in new technologies, 
improve labor productivity, and enhance their access to capital.

Kamila Mukhamedkhanova, researcher, Center for 
Economic Research, presented Defining the Pattern of Growth 
and Polices for Accelerated Transformation. To achieve its 2030 
goal of reaching the development benchmark comparable with 
the higher middle-income group that requires maintenance of 
a sustainable rate of growth at 8% per annum, the new model 
for the social contract should facilitate economic breakthroughs 
and structural transformation but, at the same time, ensure 
compliance with the social rights of individuals. 

3.  Regional Economic Cooperation (Priorities  
and Concerns)

Charles Yala, director, National  Research Institute, moderated 
the session. 

Ayuda Sari Ismail, director, Malaysia Competition Commission 
presented the ASEAN Regional Cooperation and Competition 
Policy. Malaysia and the other Association of Southeast Asian 
Nations (ASEAN) member states have agreed to adopt a 
competition policy for the integration of the ASEAN region 
into one highly competitive single market and production 

base. The policy is envisioned to  usher benefits on consumer 
welfare, economic efficiency and development, sustainable 
growth, and improved productivity once finalized. Enforcing and 
implementing this competition policy will take time, however, 
given the various political, economic, technical, and institutional 
constraints faced by each country.

Qiangwu Zhou, deputy director general, Asia–Pacific Finance 
and Development Center Beijing Office, Ministry of Finance, 
presented AIIB and Asia’s Connectivity. The Asian Infrastructure 
Investment Bank (AIIB) will provide a new financing platform 
for Asia’s infrastructure development, which will be of great 
significance to infrastructure construction and connectivity in 
the Asia and Pacific region. It will complement and cooperate, 
not compete with the existing multilateral development banks. 
As a new multilateral development agency, AIIB will promote 
infrastructure development and regional connectivity, deepen 
regional cooperation and integration, and support global 
economic recovery. 

Shujaat Farooq, assistant professor and senior researcher, 
Pakistan Institute of Development Economics, presented 
Political Stability and Regional Economic Cooperation: The Case 
of Selected South Asian Economies. South Asian Association 
for Regional Cooperation countries need to assume a central 
role in creating conditions for deeper integration by promoting 
investment, trade, and transparency; harmonizing standards; 
and simplifying procedures through a multilateral process. The 
changing dynamics in the region and the world economic order 
make this an opportune time for South Asian countries to change 
their approaches and strategies toward each other. Agreements 
such as the South Asian Free Trade Area need to be made more 
meaningful with appropriate emphasis on nontariff barriers and 
strict timelines for tariff reduction. Focusing on priority industries 



to build complementarities need to be explored and, at the same 
time, political will and stability are highly important to fill trade 
and trust deficits. 

Xiaoming Huang, professor, International Relations Wellington 
Network of Asia–Pacific Research and Policy, Victoria University 
of Wellington presented Economic Dynamics, Platforms and 
Institutions: Shaping of the Regional Economic Order in the Asia–
Pacific. The PRC’s economic rise and initiatives for regional 
cooperation have driven significantly the development of 
East Asian economies’ unique models of industrialization and 
economic growth. Propelled by change in forms and substance of 
global production, the PRC’s growth shows the latest structural 
shift in the world economic system. The internationalization 
of the Chinese economy and its effects on the East Asian 
economies highlighted its role in the shaping of the regional 
economy and developing production frontiers that may lead to 
formation of new institutions. 

4a. Transitioning from Middle-Income Status

Rathin Roy, director, National Institute of Public Finance and 
Policy, moderated the session. 

Jesus Felipe, advisor, ADB presented Is There a Middle-Income 
Trap? The study argues that there is no such thing as the middle 
income trap.  It will take years, depending on the income and 
growth level of the country, before it could take off from its 
current level of economic development and experience the next 
level of growth. Factors such as the lack of incentive to save, 
low investments in human and capital development, and slow 
pace of infrastructure transformation to manufacturing deter 
countries from taking off and, thus, experience a slow middle-
income transition. 

Speakers and moderator of Session 4a. From left: Omar Zulkiply, 
Wong Poh Kam, Jesus Felipe,  Nonarith Bisonyabut, and Rathin 
Roy (moderator).

Nonarith Bisonyabut, research fellow, Thailand Development 
Research Institute, presented Thailand in the Middle-Income 
Trap: An Unrecognized Contribution From the Government. 
Thailand is caught in the middle-income trap hugely on account 
of its low level of research and development (R&D). Public 
attempts to encourage the private sector to engage in R&D often 
involve providing R&D tax allowances. However, two important 
policies that could discourage R&D investment are (i) licensing, 
as it restricts competition in the market; and (ii) government 
procurement that can lead to bribery, need to be examined in 
view of their effects on R&D investments. 

Wong Poh Kam, director, National University of Singapore 
Entrepreneurship Centre, presented The Impact of R&D on 
the Singapore Economy. A Time Series Analysis. Analysis of 
the impact of R&D on economic performance in Singapore 
from 1978 to 2012, through the use of time series analysis, 
found that R&D investments had a significant impact on total 
factor productivity performance and established a long-term 
equilibrium relationship between total factor productivity and 
R&D investments. The economic impact of R&D in the long 
run is observed to be almost four times as much as in the short 
run. Singapore’s short-run productivity of R&D is comparable 
with the smaller advanced economies in the Organisation 
for Economic Co-operation and Development. However, in 
terms of long-term R&D productivity, Singapore lags slightly 
behind the small Organisation for Economic Co-operation 
and Development nations and far behind the Group of Seven 
countries. R&D contributes to economic growth through the 
expansion of the resource base and the increase in the efficiency 
of resource utilization.

Omar Zulkiply, senior research fellow, Malaysian Institute 
of Economic Research presented the Middle-Income Trap: The 
Malaysian Case. Malaysia’s economic structure is the main reason 
for it being caught in the middle-income trap. The country also 
continues to be dependent on low-skilled assembly type of 
workers as capacity for high-tech, high-skilled, and innovative 
industries is not sufficient to attract foreign direct investments. 
Low inputs or value added to the production of goods contribute 
largely to low productivity levels. Thus, transforming Malaysia’s 
economic structure to mirror countries with high-income status 
is imperative.

4b.  Social Inclusion for Shared Growth

Melik GASPARYAN, chief executive officer, AVAG Solutions,  
moderated the session. 

Marife Ballesteros, research fellow, Philippine Institute for 
Development Studies, presented Social Inclusion and Housing. 
The housing problem in the Philippines arises from exclusions 
in urban land and housing markets and housing finance for a 
large segment of low-salaried urban population who generally 



belong to the informal sector. This problem has led to increase 
of informal settlements or slums that are disaggregated from the 
basic services and infrastructure of cities. Increased and sustained 
efforts by the government to address the housing problem of 
poor urban households in a broader perspective is needed. 

Ram Chandra Dhakal, executive director and Professor 
of Economics, Centre for Economic Development and 
Administration, presented Impact of Social Inclusion on 
Economic Development and Poverty Reduction in Nepal. Laws, 
rules, and regulations have been prepared but found lacking 
in implementation in Nepal, which is the same for the social 
inclusion policies of the government. For instance, gender 
inclusion is low and this emphasizes the need for empowerment 
programs for women. Although poverty is decreasing, economic 
growth has not increased sufficiently. Thus, it is necessary to 
boost growth for Nepal to become a developed country by 2022.

Radchicka Kapoor, fellow, Indian Council for Research on 
International Relations, presented Job, and Inequality: Evidence 
from India’s Manufacturing Sector. The rising capital intensity of 
production, coupled with an important, independent change in 
the labor market (i.e., the rising share of contract workers) has 
adverse impacts for the distribution of incomes and wages in the 
manufacturing sector. The reduction in the share of aggregate 
value added going to labor, and the increase in the share going 
to owners of capital raises concerns about inclusive growth.   
Wage inequality between skilled and unskilled workers has also 
increased steeply as mechanization and technological change 
have favored skilled workers over unskilled workers.

Carunia Mulya Firdausy, professor of economics, National 
Center for Economics Research-Indonesian Institute of 
Sciences, presented Can We Use Multidimensional Measures as the 

Speakers and moderator of Session 4b. From left: Ram Chandra 
Dhakal, Melik Gasparyan (moderator), Marife Ballesteros,  
Radchicka Kapoor, and Carunia Mulya Firdausy.

Official Poverty Line in Indonesia? Since the national poverty line 
established by the government underestimates several elements 
that affect poverty, the application of the multidimensional 
poverty line as an alternative was examined. Multidimensional 
poverty line is found to be more comprehensive than the 
conventional official poverty line in estimating the incidence 
of poverty in Indonesia. It is also more useful in setting better 
antipoverty policies and programs as it is able to determine the 
condition and portraits of poor people, including capturing other 
dimensions to maintain the minimum living standards of the poor. 

5 Capacity Building for Better Policy Advising

Dongxiang Li, advisor, ADB, moderated the session. 

James McGann, director, Think Tanks and Civil Societies 
Program, The Lauder Institute, University of Pennsylvania, 
presented Think Tanks and Civil Societies Program: Helping to bridge 
the gap between knowledge and policy. The ongoing challenge 
for think tanks is to produce timely and accessible policy-
oriented research that effectively engage policy-makers, the 
media, and the public on critical issues, among others. Despite 
the challenges, many think tanks will continue to play a critical 
role in the policy-making process. Over the years, governments 
and civil society groups have relied on think tanks for ideas, 
evidences, and advice. This trend is expected to continue well 
into the future. 

Chhem Rethy, executive director, Cambodian Development 
Resources Institute, presented The CDRI Experience Building 
Capacity: What Have We Learned? A well-known think tank in 
Cambodia, the Cambodian Development Resources Institute 
espouses strengthening of its internal capacity, developing its 
research talent, and maintaining its commitment to its partners 

Speakers and moderator of Session 5. From left: Dongxiang Li 
(moderator), James McGann, Chhem Rethy,  Changyong Choi, 
Ziqian Liang, and Yan Xie.



Participants to the ADB–Asian Think Tank Development Forum 2015 enjoy a boat ride along Putrajaya Lake, Malaysia, sponsored by the 
Malaysian Institute for Economic Research, after the formal sessions on 9 September 2015.

who strongly support its goals and activities are the remarkable 
ingredients for its 25-year growth. A striving think tank needs to 
continually create an environment conducive for policy research 
while engaging policy-makers and relevant partners to use its 
research outputs. Think tank leaders must design a blueprint to 
foster creative fund-raising ideas, generate passion for research 
and innovation and continue to forge strategic partnerships with 
external institutions that share its vision and goals. It is important 
that, as an organization, it must adhere to the principle that 
developing talent through genuine local capacity building is as 
important as securing funding.  

Changyong Choi, associate professor and director of Policy 
Consultation and Evaluation, Korean Development Institute, 
presented Guiding Korea’s Social and Economic Transformation.  
As one of the world’s leading think tanks, KDI traces its success 
to the vision of its past leaders. KDI was established to support 
the Government of the Republic of Korea’s development 
research and planning. The institute played an active role in 
the formulation of the country’s development plans and KDI 
researchers were instrumental in the analysis, design, and 
implementation of development policies. It was critical in 
leading and coordinating policy discussions among academia, 

business, and media. The institute incorporated much of the 
feedback on policies from relevant stakeholders throughout the 
implementation process. KDI’s vital role in the Korean economy 
ranged from deep involvement in the formulation of the country’s 
development plans, conducting policy studies and, at the same 
time, coordinating the policy-making process. Its presence has 
extended beyond the Republic of Korea, with 3,765 alumni in 113 
countries from 1998 to 2014. 

Ziqian Liang, deputy dean of the Central Asia Regional 
Economic Cooperation Institute, introduced the institute 
in the forum. Established in 2006, the institute has been 
providing web-based information and knowledge products, and 
supporting trainings and events. It aims to generate world-class 
knowledge resources in the Central Asia Regional Economic 
Cooperation’s priority areas of transport, trade, and energy. It 
promotes collaboration and integration of its resources with 
various international, regional, and national institutions to build 
and increase capacities.

Xie Yan,  finance specialist, Office of CoFinancing Operations, 
ADB, presented the features of the Regional Cooperation and 
Poverty Reduction Cooperation Fund. The People’s Republic 



of China Regional Cooperation and Poverty Reduction Fund 
supports poverty reduction, regional cooperation, and knowledge 
sharing for ADB developing member countries in Asia and the 
Pacific. The fund has a commitment of $40 million from 2005 
to 2016 that is allocated among the various departments and 
sectors in ADB for their respective clients. 

ConCluDing remArks 

Dr. Rashid expressed MIER’s appreciation for the opportunity 
to work with ADB in the organization of the forum, which 
was successfully held in view of the zealous participation of 
the think tanks in the exchange and sharing of ideas in the 
sessions. Similarly, Dongxiang Li thanked the participants for the 
insightful and vibrant discussions, facilitated by the effective and 
efficient secretariat support by MIER. The participants were all 
encouraged to join the 2016 Forum which will be held in India 
in partnership with the National Institute of Public Finance 
and Policy. 

inFormAl neTworking

To provide the participating think tanks extended opportunity 
for knowledge sharing in an informal setting, a boat ride along 
the Putrajaya Lake was organized by MIER after the final session.

ADB–AsiAn Think TAnks neTwork FeeDBACk

Nearly 100% of the survey respondents from the Forum 
agreed that the objectives of the forum were achieved and the 
discussions were relevant. Substantive materials and content 
enhanced the participants’ knowledge sharing, networking, and 
participation. They commended the logistics and administrative 
support of the forum organizers.

Suggestions made in organizing the next forum include tackling 
the problems of climate change and improving the forum 
structure to ensure wider and more vibrant discussion among 
the think tanks. 

pArTiCipATing insTiTuTions

1. Asian Development Bank
2. Asian Development Bank Institute
3. Asia-Pacific Finance and Development Center, People’s 

Republic of China
4. AVAG Solutions, Armenia
5. Bangladesh Institute of Development Studies, Bangladesh
6. Cambodian Development Resources Institute, Cambodia
7. Central Asia Regional Economic Cooperation Institute 
8. Center for Economic Development and Administration, 

Nepal
9. Center for Economic Research, Uzbekistan
10. Development  Research Centre, People’s Republic of China
11. Economic Research Institute, Kazakhstan
12. Economic Research Institute for Trade, the Lao People’s 

Democratic Republic
13. Indian Council for Research on International Economic 

Relations, India
14. Institute of Policy Studies of Sri Lanka, Sri Lanka
15. Iset Policy Institute, Georgia
16. Korea Development Institute, the Republic of Korea
17. Malaysia Competition Commission
18. Malaysian Institute of Economic Research, Malaysia

19. Malaysia Productivity Corporation, Malaysia
20. Ministry of Finance, Malaysia
21. Ministry of Tourism and Culture, Malaysia 
22. Mongolia Development Institute, Mongolia
23. National Economic Research Institute, Ministry of Planning 

and Investment, the Lao People’s Democratic Republic
24. National Institute of Public Finance and Policy, India
25. National Institute of Strategic Studies, the Kyrgyz Republic
26. National Research Centre for Economics, Indonesia
27. National Research Institute, Papua New Guinea
28. National University of Singapore Entrepreneurship Centre, 

Singapore
29. New Zealand Contemporary China Research Centre, New 

Zealand
30. Pakistan Institute of  Development Economics, Pakistan
31. Philippine Institute for Development Studies, the Philippines
32. Research Institute of Economy, Trade and Industry, Japan
33. Thailand Development Research Institute, Thailand
34. Tenaga Nasional Berhad, Malaysia
35. Think Tanks and Civil Societies Programme, The Lauder 

Institute, Wharton School and School of Arts and Sciences, 
University of Pennsylvania, USA
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