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We have been witnessing drastic changes in political 
and economic strategies and shift of superpowers 
in taking the global lead. Unpredictability of 
the US and its American-first policy, Brexit 
marking the exit of the UK from European Union, 
rapid rise as a global leader of China, as well as 
geopolitical tension on the Middle East and Korean 
Peninsula are setting a new geo-economics in 
the global level. Superpowers are moving toward 
strengthening protectionism, nationalism and 
isolationism. Especially, some developed countries 
are adopting inward and protectionist policies to 
protect employment. Some changes are criticized 
as trends against globalization and liberalization.

The Greater Mekong Sub-region (GMS) mechanism 
itself and its countries are being affected by 
these emerging global trends. With the rise of 
protectionism, the GMS trade and investment 
interest and demand for manufactured products 
from the region will be negatively impacted. 
The recent poverty alleviation achievement, fast 
economic growth and generation of employment 
would be put in threat. It requires the GMS 
mechanism and its countries to adjust cooperation 
strategies both internally among members 
and externally with other economies to move 
toward economic prosperity and development.

With the theme of “New Geo-Economics: Reshaping 
the Future of the GMS”, the Mekong Forum 2017 
welcomes the delivery of two keynote speeches 
and facilitates the discussions of totally 16 speakers 
in three different sessions, including Session I 
“Dynamics of Geo-politics and Geo-economics: 
Past, Present and Future”, Session II “Re-assessing 
Impacts on Development Cooperation in the 
GMS”, and Session III “Re-adjusting Trade and 
Foreign Direct Investment Strategies for the GMS”.
Speakers point out the initiative and implementation 
of One Belt One Road of China, withdrawal from the 
Trans-Pacific Partnership of the US, Brexit of the UK, 
as well as unstable geopolitics in Middle East and 
Korean Peninsula have been affecting the GMS and 
ASEAN as a whole. Suggestions are also provided 
for the GMS and ASEAN to be more prepared 
and resilient to regional and global challenges.

The GMS cooperation mechanism remains 
highly relevant platform for member countries to 
cooperate on a range of issues including exploring 
complementarities and synergies within the ASEAN 
region and beyond. Increased regional cooperation 
and integration must also be seen as a key strategy, as 
such cooperation brings with it a multitude of benefits 
and opportunities. In the multi-polar world, the GMS 
needs to build strength from within and build on its 
past achievements and continue to move forward. 
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The GMS needs to foster a greater sense of 
community in the region – a community that has 
shared interest in economic integration as well as 
regional stability and security. It is time to enhance 
regional cooperation in economic and social areas, 
starting from the sub-regional level of the GMS, at the 
regional level of ASEAN, and extending to whole Asia.

The GMS should take a pro-active role in the One Belt 
One Road initiative, particularly the implementation 
of the infrastructure projects such as the inter-country 
railroads. China should not be recognized as a 
competitor but a partner of the other GMS countries 
for co-investment improving physical connectivity 
and boosting economic growth in the region.

Upgrading of human resources, physical connectivity, 
people to people connectivity and communication 
links between countries should be prioritized, so 
that GMS economies will become more balanced, 
robust and resilient to extreme nationalism and 
trade protectionism in order to move rapidly 
forward towards greater integration and openness. 

The Mekong Forum 2017 delivers three key 
messages recommending way forward for the GMS 
in the new geo-politic and geo-economic context. 
Regional Cooperation needs to be practical and 
implementable. Regional Connectivity should 
be extended to software connectivity, people to 
people connectivity and business connectivity and 
further strengthened alongside well-developed 
physical connectivity in the GMS. Improving 
regional Competitiveness regarding moving 
toward higher value-added product development, 
a production based on technology and capital 
intensiveness and human resource development 
will help maximize benefits of liberalization and 
globalization, and minimize the negative effects 
from protectionism, isolationism and mercantilism.
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ACRONYMS
ADB  ASIAN Development Bank
AEC  ASEAN Economic Community
AFAS   ASEAN Framework Agreement on Services
AFTA  ASEAN Free Trade Area
AIC  ASEAN-India Centre 
AIIB  Asian Infrastructure Investment Bank
APTA  Asia-Pacific Trade Agreement
APEC   Asia-Pacific Economic Cooperation 
ASEAN Association of Southeast Asian Nations
ACIA  ASEAN Comprehensive Investment Agreement
ATIGA  ASEAN Trade in Goods Agreement
BIMSTEC Bay of Bengal Initiative for Multi-Sectoral Technical and Economic Cooperation
CLM  Cambodia, Lao PDR and Myanmar
CLMV  Cambodia, Lao PDR, Myanmar and Vietnam
CLMVT Cambodia, Lao PDR, Myanmar, Vietnam, and Thailand
CLV  Cambodia, Lao PDR and Vietnam
COMET Connecting the Mekong through Education and Trade
DFC  Dedicated Freight Corridor
DMIC  Delhi-Mumbai Industrial Corridor
DPR  Democratic People's Republic
EEC  Eastern Economic Corridor
EU  European Union
FDI  Foreign Direct Investment 
FTA  Free Trade Agreement
GDP  Gross Domestic Product
GMS  Greater Mekong Sub-region
IDRC   International Development Research Centre of Canada 
ITD  International Institute for Trade and Development
LMI  Lower Mekong Initiative
MICE  Meetings, Incentives, Conferences and Exhibitions
MIEC  Mekong India Economic Corridor Development
OBOR  One Belt One Road 
ODA  Official Development Assistance
OECD  The Organization for Economic Co-operation and Development
PARI  Policy Alternatives Research Institute
PDR  People's Democratic Republic
PRC  People’s Republic of China
RCEP  Regional Comprehensive Economic Partnership
SAARC  South Asian Association for Regional Cooperation
SEZ  Special Economic Zone
SIP   Sustainable Infrastructure Partnership 
SMEs  Small and Medium-sized Enterprises
TCEB   Thailand Convention and Exhibition Bureau
TH  (India–Myanmar–Thailand) Trilateral Highway
TPP  Trans-Pacific Partnership
TPSO  Trade Policy and Strategy Office, Thailand Ministry of Commerce
UK  United Kingdom
UN  United Nations
UNCTAD United Nations Conference on Trade and Development
UNESCAP United Nations Economic and Social Commission for Asia and the Pacific
US  United States
WTO  World Trade Organization
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Mr. Tun Tun Naing, Chairman of MI Council, Dr. 
Narongchai Akrasanee, Chairman of the MI Steering 
Committee, Former Malaysian Ambassador, Datuk 
Manickam Supperamaniam, Council Members, 
Steering Committee Members, Representatives 
of Development Partners, distinguished speakers, 
friends and colleagues, ladies and gentlemen.

It is my honor to welcome all of you to the city of 
Khon Kaen and to Mekong Forum 2017. Mekong 
Forum is a flagship initiative of Mekong Institute that 
brings together top socio-economic development 
thinkers and practitioners in the region. Since the 
first Mekong Forum in 2011, we have gathered policy 
makers, members of private sector and academics 
to discuss relevant issues and provide feasible 
solutions in promoting inclusive and sustainable 
goals in the Greater Mekong Sub-region (GMS). 
The ideas generated from today’s discussions will 
be utilized by Mekong Institute in formulating our 
action plans, designing our researches and capacity 
building activities, as well as fostering continuous 
dialogues with our development partners.
 
We will have a jam-packed day today with more 
than 16 speakers sharing their experiences and 
expertise in three different sessions which go 
around this year’s theme of Mekong Forum ‘New 
Geo-Economics: Reshaping the Future of the GMS?’

This year’s theme is very timely. Recently, we have seen 
drastic changes in global and regional geo-politic 
and geo-economic landscape. Some changes are 
called de-globalization. Some superpowers move 
toward strengthening mercantilism, protectionism 
and isolationism; others see re-globalization 
where ideas behind socio-economic growth have 
undergone significant transformation and it now 
encompasses a range of issues and sectors that 
fall outside the traditional development paradigm. 

Interestingly, the GMS is an affected area of these 
changes. From our stand point, it is interesting to 
see the interplay between key global and regional 
movers as we move toward taking the unconventional 
road to economic prosperity and development. I 
think the main question that needs to be answered 
today is how the GMS should adapt to the changes 
in the global arena. Hopefully, the discussions will 
provide us better understanding on the impact of 
these changes to the regional stability and economic 
prosperity. Likewise, this is a great opportunity 
to discuss how we can strengthen development 
partnership and cooperation in the region.

I would like to extend my sincere appreciation to 
our co-organizers of the Mekong Forum 2017:

• Thailand Convention and Exhibition Bureau 
(TCEB)

• International Institute for Trade and 
Development (ITD)

• Trade Policy and Strategy Office (TPSO), 
Thailand Ministry of Commerce 

• International Development Research Centre of 
Canada (IDRC)

• Policy Alternatives Research Institute (PARI), 
University of Tokyo

• Thai Smile Airways

I would also like to express our deepest gratitude 
to our distinguished keynote speakers, Dr. 
Narongchai Akrasanee and Ambassador Datuk 
Manickam Supperamaniam as well as speakers 
and moderators in all three sessions. Lastly, I would 
like to send my special thanks to my MI colleagues 
who successfully made this event happen.

I am sure that we will have a fruitful discussion today. 
Thank you very much!
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Excellencies, honorable speakers, distinguished guests, 
ladies and gentlemen, a very good morning to all of you!

On behalf of the organizers and sponsors of this 
occasion, it is my great pleasure to extend to you 
a very warm welcome to the fifth Mekong Forum.

I am delighted to take part in this Forum hosted in the 
beautiful city of Khon Kaen. Time and time again, this 
event has gathered national and international experts 
and professionals playing a key role in deliberating 
and finding solutions to the most pressing issues 
in the Greater Mekong Sub-region and beyond.

It is an excellent opportunity to be more 
engaged in making sure that development 
and progress in various areas will be achieved. 
We hope that today’s discussions will enhance 
our networks and will foster reinforced human 
capacities and cooperative efforts in the Region.

Hence, I would like to express my sincere gratitude 
to all the participants coming from inside and 
outside of the GMS who will join us in ensuring 
that this event will have successful outcomes.

Thank you for being interested in partaking in 
the theme focusing on geo-economics and how 
it shapes and affects our society. It will allow us 
to have a closer look on the challenges as well 
as the opportunities that come along with it. 

We would like to focus on how this could 
enable us to work more closely with each 
other to ensure that all stakeholders are more 
involved. It is our hope that today’s deliberations 
will provide collective leadership and action.   

I am optimistic that today’s event will be a 
valuable platform for our expertise, ideas, and 
experiences. Your active participation and 
presentations will immensely contribute in the 
success of this Forum. Let us further strengthen 
our ties and align our initiatives and goals so that 
we can all become instruments of positive change.

Last but not the least, I wish to express my 
sincere gratitude to the team of Mekong 
Institute headed by Dr. Watcharas Leelawath. 
Their diligent work and tireless dedication 
to make this event a reality are invaluable.

With that, I would like to thank everyone once 
again and I look forward to having fruitful 
and productive discussions with all of you.

On behalf of the Mekong Institute Council, I officially 
declare the Mekong Forum 2017 officially open.
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New Geo-economics: Reshaping the Future of GMS?

My topic today is  ‘New Geo-Economics: 
Reshaping the Future of the GMS?’ 

New Geo-Economics is relevant to us in the GMS. 
It is about the rise of China to be as dominant as 
the US and more than Japan, which were most 
dominant in the early 1990s when ADB initiated the 
idea of GMS. New geo-economics is about the high 
economic growth of the CLMV (Cambodia, Lao 
PDR, Myanmar and Vietnam) countries together 
with Yunnan and Guangxi of China, when in the 
early 1990s their poverty rates were high while the 
degrees of commercialization were relatively low. 

How would this new geo-economics affect the GMS? 

When ADB initiated the setting up of the GMS in 
1991-1992, obviously it was in response to the end 
of the Cold War, with the disintegration of the Soviet 
Union. President Gorbachev of Russia announced 
the policies of Glasnost and Perestroika, promoting 
the practice of market economy. Lao PDR and 
Vietnam, which were close to the Soviet Union, also 
supported market economy. Cambodia was still in 
the midst of political settling down, but also tried 
to practice market economy. Myanmar was busy 
with political repositioning after the “unsuccessful” 
general election of 1990. Nevertheless, Myanmar 
was interested in participating in the GMS scheme.

ADB’s GMS scheme focused on the construction 
of physical infrastructure to facilitate contact 
among the people of the GMS. Financing 
would come partly from ADB, which had 
strong backing from the US and Japan.

Then New Zealand and Thailand initiated the 
setting up of the Mekong Institute in 1996, 
focusing on training on the practices of market 
economy and infrastructure project development.

At that time, I personally felt that we needed to 
also focus on institutional issues to facilitate trade 
and investment. So when I became the Minister of 
Commerce of Thailand in 1996-1997, I hosted the 
first GMS Ministerial Retreat in Pattaya, Thailand. 
We had our meeting among the Ministers and our 
staff, without ADB officials and other outsiders. 

Since then, GMS has flourished. Yunnan and 
Guangxi have achieved middle income status 
similar to Thailand. Vietnam has definitely taken 
off, followed by Cambodia. Lao PDR has gradually 
fulfilled the status of being the battery of Asia, now 
with the electricity producing capacity of about 
6,400 megawatt as of 2017. And Myanmar has 
achieved a political system that has been endorsed 
by the West. Together with economic reform, 
Myanmar is entering the economic taking off phase.

In the meantime, China has emerged to become 
the economic leader of Asia. China announced 
its intention in the policy strategy of One 
Belt/ One Road, fully supported financially by 
the establishment of the Asian Infrastructure 
Investment Bank (AIIB). At the same time, the US 
has indicated that it would not want to play the 
leading role at global level in many areas including 
security, global warming, and ODA. The US even 
wants to complain about its trade deficit with 
small economies such as Thailand and Vietnam.

How would this new geo-economics affect GMS?

In fact, much  of  the changes that have been 
taking place particularly within the GMS have 
been well perceived by the GMS, and have been 
reflected in the priority areas and issues worked on 
by  Mekong Institute. 
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“It is pertinent for 
GMS to enhance 
regional cooperation 
in economic and 
social areas at both 
sub-regional level of 
the GMS and regional 
level of ASEAN.”

The present strategic plan of MI for the period 
2016-2020 clearly shows that GMS has come a 
long way, but of course with still a long way to go.
GMS has moved from subsistence agriculture to 
commercial agriculture. Trade and investment 
facilitation are in response to the growing 
demand for intra-GMS businesses. Innovation 
and technological connectivity are to make 
the best use of the new digital and power 
technology, and to enhance GMS logistics.

What was not well perceived was the very very 
rapid rise of China and the policy unpredictability 
of the US, especially after Donald Trump became 
the US President from January 2017. Do we need 
to be more prepared for the rapid rise of China 
and the continuing unpredictability of the US?

First on the rise of China, which is being reflected 
in the implementation of the One Belt/ One Road 
strategy, I believe this will transform the GMS in a 
very significant way. Preview can be seen from the 
infrastructure development in China in the last 20 
years. Rather than responding to China’s initiatives, 
GMS should take a pro-active role in the scheme. 
China’s initiated connectivity is different from 
ADB’s initiated connectivity. A good example is on 
how to cooperate with China in the infrastructure 
projects such as the inter-country railroads. Since 
there are two provinces of China in the GMS, 
identifying projects and programs of GMS in 
the One Belt / One Road scheme should not be 
difficult. Attempt should also be made on how 
best to implement these projects and programs.

As China is the policy leader in this connectivity, the 
expectation is for China to share a proportionately 
larger cost of the scheme. Another area is 
upgrading of human resources on a larger scale, 
so that GMS would have a workforce that would 
be able to support development at higher 
level. The importation of Chinese experts is a 
major issue in Thailand. Training of trainers for 
skill development would serve this purpose. 

What is more difficult is the issues about policy 
unpredictability of the US. Vietnam has already had 
to adjust its trade policy following the US withdrawal 
from the TPP. And now the US has even withdrawn 
from the most comprehensive global agreement on 
climate change and global warming. How would 
this affect the standard norm on environmental 
protection, the issue so very important in the 
GMS development? This, in fact, can be viewed 
as a threat to globalization in a wider sense.
Apart from the economic and environment issues, 
there are also political implications of the US policy 
on the Middle East and the Korean Peninsula. It 
is understandable that the US and others want to 
eradicate and minimize terrorism in the name and 
form of IS, but the results have been the spread 
of terrorism activities, even to the Philippines. We 
certainly do not want to see this happen in the 
GMS. This will require us to work harder and faster 
for the development of the GMS. In case of the 
Korean Peninsula, whatever is happening there has 
implications on the South China Sea, and hence 
on the relationship among the GMS countries.

The new geo-economics introduces new 
challenges for the GMS.  In retrospect, we 
should be pleased that we have the GMS, for 
otherwise we would not have gained so much 
from globalization and regional cooperation.

As it seems at present that globalization trend is 
being adjusted by a powerful country such as the 
US, it is pertinent for us to enhance our regional 
cooperation in economic and social areas, 
starting from the sub-regional level of the GMS, 
at the regional level of ASEAN, and extending 
to all of East, South, Central and West Asia.

From now on, the GMS agenda is not just about the 
GMS.  Now is the time for GMS to extend its agenda 
to the whole of ASEAN, and to the whole of Asia.

It sounds like I am inviting you to go back to history, 
go back to the future, to the time when China, 
during the Yuan dynasty 1200-1400, established 
the mainland Silk Road, and when China, during the 
Ming dynasty 1400-1600, established the maritime 
Silk Road, and at the same time when the Moghul 
Empire of India from about 1500 flourished, 
enhancing the Persian Empire. All that ended when 
the West came increasingly from 1600. So, the 
agenda for us is on how we go back to the future.

Thank you very much, ladies and gentlemen. 
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The Rise and Fall of Protectionism: Opportunities and Challenges for the GMS

At the outset I wish to thank Mekong Institute for 
inviting me to address in this Forum. Indeed, I 
deem it a great privilege and honour to address 
such a distinguished gathering of practitioners, 
stakeholders and senior officials of development 
organizations. I am confident that many topical 
sessions scheduled the whole day will bring up 
new and relevant initiatives towards creating closer 
relations and stronger cooperation in the ASEAN 
region in general and the GMS in particular.

ASEAN region has made good progress in 
economic integration in terms of trade and 
economic activity. ASEAN economies have become 
more resilient after the 1997 financial crisis and 
continue to exhibit good growth and development. 
The region is becoming more interconnected. 

With a market of over 600 million people and 
combined GDP of close to US$3 trillion, the region 
is vibrant and growing. Collectively as a group, 
ASEAN is the 6th largest economy in the world 
after the US, China, Germany, Japan and UK. It is 
projected to rank as the 4th largest economy in the 
world by the year 2050. The average GDP per capita 
rose from US$955 (1996-2001) to US$1,863 (2002-
2009) and US$3,818 (2010-2015). Since 1993, the 
average growth rate has been 4.7 percent. Some 
ASEAN countries are now posting growth rates 
exceeding 6 percent despite the subdued global 
economic environment. The average GDP per 
capita has also increased steadily over the years.

It is now the 4th largest labor market in the 
world. A strong middle class of around 100 
million has emerged and is growing making 
ASEAN a very lucrative consumer market 
for the international business community.

• FDI flows to ASEAN increased from US$23.54 
billion in 1995 to US$130 billion in 2014, 
or increased by more than fivefold. ASEAN 

continues to be one of the major beneficiaries 
among the developing countries of FDIs. 

• The average FDI flows to the region grew 
substantially from 1995-2014. The average FDI 
flows for the period 1995-2001 was US$20.34 
billion (US$142.36 billion), US$42.23 billion 
for the period 2002-2009 (US$338.0 billion) 
and US$114.63 billion for the period 2010-
2015(US$687.78 billion). 

• The share of intra-ASEAN investments also 
continued to expand. The average share of 
intra-ASEAN-FDI was 10.8 percent for the 
period 1995-2001, 13.7 percent (2002-2009) 
and 17.4 percent (2010-2015).  

• Total trade of ASEAN member states posted a 
six-fold increase since the beginning of AFTA, 
from US$430 billion in 1993 to US$2.53 trillion 
in 2014. Intra-ASEAN trade has surged by more 
than sevenfold in the same period from US$82 
billion to US$609 billion. Total trade in 2015 
declined to US$228 billion in 2015.   

Largely owing to economic cooperation and 
integration, ASEAN remains one of the most dynamic 
economic growth centers in the world. The positive 
developments in ASEAN has taken place as a result 
of the joint efforts of ASEAN Member Countries for 
self-improvement as result of open and cooperative 
policy as well as concrete efforts to widen and 
deepen economic integration in the region.

The region’s economic cooperation programmes and 
projects have fostered mutual trust and expanded 
common interest among member countries and have 
enhanced the scope of development and capacity 
building to meet the challenges of globalization.

A good example is the creation of the ASEAN 
Economic Community (AEC) in 2015 which is now 
recognized as the most progressive and promising 
regional cooperation mechanism in Asia today. 
Due to the efforts of all parties, this mechanism 



10

has helped maintain the good momentum in 
broadening and deepening regional integration. 

Within the context of ASEAN regionalism, the GMS, 
which was set up in the early 90s, constitutes an 
important component and contributor to the regional 
integration process. The GMS programme remains 
highly relevant today and as an established platform 
for member countries to cooperate on a range of 
issues including exploring complementarities and 
synergies within the ASEAN region and beyond.

It is encouraging to note that with the support of 
regional financial institutions and donor countries, 
the GMS programme has helped implementation 
of high priority projects in transport, energy, 
environment, human resource development, tourism, 
trade, private sector investment, and agriculture. 

Increasingly, the modernization and industrialization 
process is emerging from a continuous process 
of transition and transformation. It is clearly 
evident that the GMS economies are traditionally 
shifting from subsistence farming to more 
diversified economies, premised on the principle 
of a more open and market-based system.

Nevertheless, there are challenges facing the region 
amidst the rapidly changing global economic 
environment. These are risks to growth stemming 
from the global environment in the form of declining 
growth of global economy, international trade, rising 
protectionism, geopolitical tensions and rivalries 
as well as uncertainties facing the UK and EU as 
they face the Brexit negotiations. There are also 
downside risks associated with commodity and oil 
price volatility, financial market volatility and rising 
debt level in the general market amongst others. 

The performance of international trade has been 
disappointing. Since 2008, global trade growth has 
declined from 6% per annum to 2.5% per annum 
currently. Further global trade growth has lagged 
behind global GDP growth. Statistics indicate 
that trade intensity is also declining. Stockpile of 
restrictive measures has increased. This is due 
to the increasing trend towards the country’s 
adopting inward and protectionist policies to 
protect employment. Given the current political 
dynamics, more trade protectionist measures 
cannot be discounted. Trade protectionism is also 
on the rise around the world and especially in the 
developed countries. This is, as a result of backlash 
against globalization and liberalization, pushing 
the global economy into prolonged contraction. 

In this context, the protectionist and inward-looking 
characteristics of the US Administration trade policy 
agenda continues to raise anxiety and concerns 
among many countries including ASEAN as a 
whole. The various pronouncements on possible 
US trade policies convey a clear message that the 
US administration was prepared to abandon the 
country’s long standing approach to trade and 
instead pursue mercantilist and national interests. 
For example, it has been indicated that the US 
Administration could unilaterally impose tariff against 
countries that it thinks have unfair trade policies and 
punish companies that relocate overseas and sell 
products to the US market. The US Administration 
has also signaled that it is prepared to work 
outside the WTO and imposes very high tariffs by 
invoking its own national trade laws to resolve trade 
disputes. These actions could violate WTO rules 
and invite retaliatory actions from other countries. 

The administrative decision to intervene in arbitrary 
and unpredictable ways outside WTO could create 
chain reactions with countries taking retaliatory 
actions to penalize US manufacturers. This 
could usher in an era of economic protectionism 
worldwide. Further, it could trigger a global trade 
war that could disrupt international business and 
growth. In a multilateral context, it would adversely 
impact the smooth functioning of the multilateral 
system that the US built up over the past decades. 
The Administration’s raft of protectionist measures 
as well as its flirtation with protectionism and 
nationalism would negatively impact ASEAN’s 
trade and investment interest. The US demands for 
manufactured products have been the key to ASEAN 
economic resilience in supporting employment 
and consumption. The prospects of protectionism 
could affect the demand for ASEAN manufactured 
products. Today, the US accounts for a significant 
share of ASEAN’s trade and source of FDI. 
Nonetheless, beyond the current challenges, there 
are also reasons to be optimistic about the prospects 
of the ASEAN region especially in terms of trade and 
economic activity. But, given the global uncertainties, 
the ASEAN region must do much more to enhance 
regional and multilateral cooperation in order to 

“GMS needs to foster a greater 
sense of community in the 
region – a community that has 
shared interest in economic 
integration as well as regional 
stability and security.”
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make the countries in the region more resilient to 
regional and global challenges.  In this respect, 
ASEAN should build on its past achievements and 
continue to move forward. Existing mechanisms 
such as the AEC and other cooperation frameworks 
must be given a larger role to play for a win-win 
solution in ASEAN and the broader Asian region.
During the past decade, the success of ASEAN 
countries has demonstrated how both the 
developed as  less developed members of the group 
can progress and bring about greater prosperity 
for their people. They have not only increased 
their per capita income but have significantly 
reduced the incidence of poverty in their countries.

It appears the progress achieved has been 
largely underpinned by the industrialization 
drive as well as strong trade and export led 
growth strategy, business-friendly policies and 
various liberalization policies taken collectively 
on regional basis to deepen economic 
integration and form an economic community.

But ASEAN must not gloat on its successes 
and be lulled into the complacency. The 
business as usual approach may not continue 
to be relevant against the backdrop of the 
emerging political and economic dynamics. 

ASEAN must recognize that new policies and 
strategies are required at both national and 
regional levels to pursue a sustained growth 
trajectory against the backdrop of a more 

volatile and uncertain economic and business 
environment. This is important to ensure that the 
economies are more resilient and robust, in order 
to remain competitive and to continue to attract 
investments. Increased regional cooperation and 
integration must also be seen as a key strategy 
in this regard, as such cooperation brings with 
it a multitude of benefits and opportunities.

Hence, ASEAN’s core focus must remain in designing 
and implementing clear regionally-based strategy in 
a transparent, inclusive manner to promote open and 
fair trade and boost trade relation and cooperation 
with its trading partners, bilaterally, regionally and 
multilaterally. Efforts must be intensified at both 
national and regional level to accelerate regional 
integration within the context of AEC with the 
view to uplift the region’s production capacity and 
competitiveness to enable them to have better 
access to overseas markets for goods and services.

The withdrawal of the US from TPP must be viewed as 
an opportunity to hasten the negotiations of RCEP. The 
agreement, if successfully concluded, could provide 
an important and effective region wide platform for 
boosting ASEAN’s trade and investment prospects. 

I am confident that if ASEAN is guided by grounded 
principles of openness, transparency, economic 
integration and mutual trade and investment flows 
it can weather the global uncertainties. In fact, these 
principles are the means to sustain economic growth, 
reduction in poverty and improved standard of living.
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I have the following observations to make in 
respect of cooperation taking place in within GMS. 
The concentration of intra-regional trade among 
the more developed countries of the ASEAN 
region suggests the need for better integration of 
lower income countries in the GMS. The supply 
side constraints as well as the low industrial 
skills capabilities of the lower income countries 
have prevented them from participating in the 
rapid expansion of intra-industry and production 
sharing in the region. In this regard, proactive 
policy measures are required to enhance the 
synergetic linkages and collaborative programmes 
and projects to promote supply capabilities and 
competitiveness of sectors with growth potential.

The advanced economies of Asia and beyond must 
be actively engaged to assist the GMS economies to 
move up the value chain via the transfer of technology, 
skills, and knowledge. All these will help industries 
and businesses to be more creative in their work; 
to innovate and restructure in order to address the 
growing competition and deal with other challenges.

Given the rich human and natural resources, the 
GMS region has the potential to be the new frontier 
of economic growth. The GMS region provides a 
comprehensive range of trade and investment 
opportunities across the entire value chain, from pure 
assembly operations right through to higher value-
added product development; from operations-based 
and low-cost labour up to one based on technology 
and capital intensiveness. Increased cooperation 
among countries in the GMS region and beyond 
will allow countries to complement each other by 
specializing in particular fields, sector, or segment.

I wish to propose that regional cooperation 
at the sub-regional level of GMS be further 
enhanced and strengthened in the following areas:

• Strengthening industrial collaboration through 
division of labor for building supply side 
capability for low income countries. This is 
because the countries concerned have common 
production and exports structure. They have 
little prospects for regional trade expansion.

• Establishing a facility for providing adjustment 
assistance to lower income countries for 
building supply capacity as well training and 
skills development;

• Enhancing cooperation in technological, 
research and development;

• Enhancing financial cooperation to reduce 
the risk arising from interdependence and 
vulnerability to external factors.

ASEAN as a region is becoming increasingly 
interconnected. The continued deepening of 
economic cooperation including the bridging 
of development gap between more developed 
and lesser developed will only be meaningful if 
physical connectivity and communication links 
between them is improved. Further collaborative 
efforts are required as a matter of priority of the 
development of transportation and communication 
links, reliable supply chain and comparative 
logistics system. It must be recognized that 
infrastructure projects will give rise to several 
comprehensive development zones along the line, 
fostering more trade, investment and tourism.

In conclusion, I wish to state that it is almost 
an undeniable fact that greater ASEAN and 
sub-regional cooperation and openness offer 
considerable benefits, both in terms of enhancing 
national competitiveness as well as in unlocking the 
tremendous potential in the region. Such cooperation 
will also result in more balanced development in 
the ASEAN region as capital, where opportunities 
are shared and spread throughout the region.

We, therefore, need to foster a greater sense of 
community in the region – a community that has 
shared interest in economic integration as well as 
regional stability and security. The future prosperity 
relies on sustaining the momentum. Now is not 
the time to recoil back into the path of isolation 
and protection. On the contrary, now is the time 
for all of us to resist extreme nationalism and 
trade protectionism, and move rapidly forward 
towards greater integration and openness.

Thank you.
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There are four overarching themes that are 
important to GMS nowadays. The first is the anti-
globalization sentiment, e.g. Trumponomics 
and Brexit. The second is conflicts and terrorism, 
e.g. North Korea and Middle East. The third 
is multi-polar world given the rise of China. 
And the fourth is disruptive technologies.

1 | Anti-globalization Sentiment

We have recovered from the Global Financial Crisis 
of 2008, but not by trade. In fact, in recent years, 
global growth has been higher than trade. As such, 
some began to question whether trade is necessary, 
especially for those sectors or population segments 
that do not feel they benefit from trade. This anti-
globalization sentiment started to accelerate 
and become more critical in international level 
as evident in President Trump’s withdrawal from 
TPP, North American Free Trade Agreement 
(NAFTA), and Paris Agreement and Brexit.
 
Since Dr. Narongchai and Ambassador 
Supperamaniam have already spoken about 
President Trump’s trade policy, I will focus on his tax 
policy instead. One of the key features of his tax 
reform is that he will cut U.S. corporate income tax 
from 35% to 15%. This drastic cut was meant to attract 
investment and create jobs at home. This sort of tax 
competition usually occurs among small countries. 
But now the big guy enters into competition. This is 
quite interesting and needs further analysis on how it 
would impact the GMS. Another interesting reform 
idea, though not from President Trump but from the 
House Republicans, is the Border Adjustment Tax. It 
is a new kind of tax which is based on location on 
consumption rather than production. In effect, the 
Border Adjustment Tax subsidizes U.S. exports and 
penalizes imports of foreign inputs. If implemented, 
this would certainly affect global trade and the GMS.
Another thing I would like to highlight under the 
theme of anti-globalization sentiment is Brexit. From 
the chart, you can see that different parts of UK voted 
differently on this issue. The country is pretty much 

divided with Scotland wanting to remain in EU (and 
exit from UK) and the southern part of UK wanted 
Brexit, leading us to think who else will exit from 
whom. While we can safely say that with the election 
of President Macron, France will remain in EU. But 
there are two more countries that will hold their 
elections this year: Germany and Italy. So it remains 
to be seen how this anti-globalization sentiment 
will play out and how it would affect the GMS.

2 | Conflicts and Terrorism

On the theme of conflicts and terrorism, I would 
like to highlight the situation in North Korea. From 
the chart, you can see that so far Kim Jong Un 
has tested missile launches 17 times, more than 
his father and his grandfather combined. It is also 
important to note that in his most recent launch 
on the U.S. Independence Day of 2017, Kim Jong 
Un’s missile can reach up to 6,700 kilometers which 
covers the GMS. This means while we may not be a 
part of the problem, it could become our problem. 
On this issue, US pressures China to sanction its 
trade with North Korea. US even bans a Chinese 
bank that had given financial access to North Korea. 
The confrontation between US and China is not 
unique in only this issue as China becomes more 
important to the global economy and global politics.

“Four important trends of anti-
globalization sentiment, conflicts 
and terrorism, multi-polar world, 
and disruptive technologies. 
Implications to GMS include 
the need to strengthen regional 
cooperation, the balance 
between superpowers, and 
the opportunity to re-link the 
economy to the new supply 
chains.”
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3 | Multi-polar World

The rise of China has led to multi-polar world 
landscape today. The One Belt One Road (OBOR) 
project is important to China’s politics as well 
as economics. On one hand, like Chinese’s Go, 
OBOR draws a border that envelopes pro-China 
countries. Similarly, within 2 years of establishment, 
the AIIB (Asian Infrastructure Investment Bank) 
has now attracted 80 members, much more than 
any other regional groupings, and certainly more 
than Japan’s ADB which was created 50 years ago. 
On the other hand, given recent slowdown 
in Chinese economy, OBOR creates demand 
for Chinese steel, labors, and rail road.

Another interesting thing about AIIB is its vision to 
be “Lean, Clean, and Green.” This is something 
that should be followed. China is no longer 
focusing on just economic growth, but they focus 
more and more on the higher quality of investment.

4 | Disruptive Technologies

The last theme that I want to highlight is disruptive 
technologies. We need to pay close attention to 
these disruptive technologies given their rapid 
and unpredictable implications to the world. 
Cryptocurrencies such as Bitcoin and Ethereum cut 
out the middlemen such as banks, insurances, and 
brokers. Grey activities and money laundry could be 
done through cryptocurrencies that leave no traces. 
If people stop using traditional currency and uses 
Bitcoin instead, what is left for monetary policy? And 
of course, how do we collect tax if we cannot tract 
payments. Another interesting disruptive technology 
is electronic vehicles. Thailand in particular is a 
major producer of pick-up trucks and eco-cars. But 
if the world goes for electronic and driverless cars, 
how can our suppliers fit in to this new supply chain? 
This is something we seriously need to think about, 
while we are proud to be one of the fastest growing 
countries in the world today, but that’s according to 
the old economy, not the new disruptive economy.

With the 4 overarching themes, the GMS needs to 
build strength from within. We must keep our balance 
in the multi-polar world. And we need to map out our 
plan to re-link our industries to the new supply chains. 
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Thank you for having me at the Mekong Forum. It is 
an honor to get to speak with all of you today. I would 
like to start by saying that the United States remains 
committed to supporting and promoting sustainable 
economic growth and development in the Lower 
Mekong Sub-Region. Our engagement in this region 
does not depend on one agreement or one initiative.

Our goal is to advance our bilateral economic 
relationships in the region through bilateral free 
trade agreements (FTAs) and other bilateral 
frameworks, ensuring we pursue and maintain the 
high standards we have set for trade and investment. 
Just this year, we have had multiple high-level 
exchanges in this region: Vice President Pence 
in Indonesia, the Secretary will go to the ASEAN 
Ministerial in Manila, and President Trump will 
attend both the Asia-Pacific Economic Cooperation 
(APEC) in Vietnam and the East Asia Summit. Plus, 
the Strategic Dialogue is happening right now.

I would now like to discuss US engagement in the 
Lower-Mekong Region more specifically. The Lower 
Mekong Initiative (LMI) serves as the United States’ 
main platform for engaging with Lower Mekong 
stakeholders. It addresses complex, transnational 
development and policy challenges in the region 
and has six pillars: education, connectivity, 
agriculture, energy, environment and water, and 
health. We also have the “friends” of the LMI: Japan, 
Australia, the EU, South Korea, New Zealand, the 
World Bank, and the Australian Development Bank.

The friends and the U.S. work together to 
streamline donor resources, encourage sustainable 
development, and optimize international 
cooperation. One mechanism through which we 
do this is the Sustainable Infrastructure Partnership 
(SIP). Under SIP, the US and friends leverage donor 
expertise to facilitate workshops and policy dialogues 
on topics pertaining to shared management 
of the Mekong River Basin, hydropower, and 
public stakeholder engagement, to name a few. 

We also have: COMET (Connecting the Mekong 
through Education and Trade, a youth workforce 
development program); SERVIR (a partnership with 
leading regional organizations to use information 
provided by Earth observing satellites and geospatial 
technologies to manage climate risks); Clean Power 
Asia (a program that helps to encourage power 
sector investment in clean, renewable energy sources 
in the Lower-Mekong Region and all of ASEAN). 

And that’s just a couple of programs. More broadly, 
the US has bilateral missions in every Mekong 
country and also plays an active role in the Mekong 
River Commission. Last year, the Mekong River 
Commission and the Mississippi River Commission 
renewed their memorandum of understanding to 
promote and enhance public safety and community 
welfare by fostering research; improving water 
resources development; and advancing systems for 
more economical, efficient, and environmentally-
sound water resources in the two river basins. 

I could go on, but I think you are getting the point. 
Let me wrap up by saying that the US is and will 
continue to be actively involved in this region.

“The United States remains committed 
to supporting and promoting sustainable 
economic growth and development in 
the Lower Mekong Sub-region  through 
different agreements and initiatives, 
including FTAs, LMI, COMET, SERVIR, 
and Clean Power Asia. The United States 
also works with its strategic partners 
who are friends of the LMI such as 
Japan, Australia, the EU, South Korea, 
New Zealand, the World Bank, and 
the Australian Development Bank to 
streamline donor resources, encourage 
sustainable development, and optimize 
international cooperation.”
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This paper is part of the research results of the project 
named “Inclusive Development and Chinese Foreign 
Investment in the Greater Mekong Sub-region” 
funded by International Development Research 
Centre of Canada. The project was collaboratively 
conducted by the research teams from Kunming 
University of Science and Technology, Cambodian 
Economic Association and National University 
of Laos. The research objective is to identify the 
impacts of Chinese FDI in GMS area, not only from 
the perspective of host countries but also from 
the perspective of the investing countries under 
three dimensions economic development, social 
improvement, and environmental protection in order 
to achieve the inclusive development of the involved 
stakeholders: Chinese investment enterprises, 
local enterprises and staff, communities, and host 
country government etc. Considering that China 
has become the biggest investor in Lao PDR and 
Cambodia and significant investment environment 
changes have been observed in these two Least 
Developed Countries, our research team selected 
Lao PDR and Cambodia as the target host countries.

The influence of Chinese FDI on the host countries 
was measured through three aspects, including the 
influence of Chinese FDI on the macro economy of 
the host countries, the spillover effect of Chinese 
FDI on the host countries’ enterprises, and the social 
and environmental impact of China's FDI on host 
countries. Besides, the influence of Chinese FDI on 
the investing country was identified by evaluating 
the performance of Chinese investing enterprises 
and the impact factors of their performance. The 
research methodologies include the quantitative 
analysis such as input and output analysis, General 
Equilibrium model and multiple regression analysis; 
the qualitative analysis such as in-depth case studies. 

Firm surveys were conducted with the participation 
of 308 Cambodia firms near Phnom Penh, and 
460 Laos firms covering 9 provinces in Lao PDR 
to identify the spill-over effect of Chinese FDI 
on the local firms. In addition, 220 Chinese 

investing firms in Lao PDR and Cambodia 
have been interviewed for the performance 
evaluation and impact factors identification.
The study finds that China's direct investment in 
Cambodia and Lao PDR has played a significant 
role in promoting the macroeconomic growth of the 
host countries, the effect is particularly obvious in 
increasing tariff revenue, expanding foreign trade, 
boosting family income, reducing the income gap etc. 

However, China’s direct investment in Cambodia 
and Lao PDR has brought about insignificant 
technology spillover effect, weak horizontal 
spillover effect and limited vertical spillover effect. 
Two reasons contribute to this result: lack of the 
supply resulting from the incomplete industrial 
structure of the host countries; the low absorptive 
capacity of the local enterprises. In terms of the 
impact of Chinese FDI on society and environment 
of the host countries, 7 enterprises involving 
agricultural planting (coffee, rubber), agricultural 
products (rice) processing, garment, cement 
manufacturing and hotel services invested by China 
in Cambodia and Lao PDR were chosen to have 

“The research project ‘Inclusive 
Development and Chinese Foreign 
Investment in the Great Mekong 
Sub-region’ was conducted in Lao 
PDR and Cambodia to identify 
the impacts and spillover effects 
of Chinese FDI in GMS areas, 
and inform the host country 
government, Chinese government 
of policy recommendations, and 
Chinese investors of appropriate 
investment strategies and 
practices.”



18

i) the agricultural planting and agricultural products 
processing enterprises invested by China in 
Cambodia and Lao PDR have a positive impact 
on the local society in promoting employment, 
increasing income, skill training and other aspects; 

ii) the garment, cement and other manufacturing 
enterprises invested by China in Cambodia 
and Lao PDR have an obvious effect on local 
employment and have greatly increased the 
income level of local residents, improved the 
infrastructure construction, such as road traffic 
and laid stress on environmental protection; and 

iii) the localization level of the employees in 
the hotels invested by China in Cambodia and 
Lao PDR is high, the training system is relatively 
complete, which has made a positive contribution 
to improving the working skills of local employees.
For the evaluation of performance of Chinese 
investment enterprises, generally, 30.91% of 
Chinese enterprises have poor performance, 
38.18% have average performance and 30.91% 
have good performance. From the comparison of 
the two countries, the Chinese enterprises investing 
in Cambodia have better enterprise performance. 
Moreover, the scale and performance of the Chinese 
enterprises investing in the two countries have 

significant differences. The average scale of the 
Chinese enterprises in Cambodia is bigger and they 
have better enterprise performance. The Ordinary 
Least Squares regression results show that Market 
Potentials and Policy&Law Stability are significant 
environment factors for Chinese firms in both Lao 
PDR and Cambodia. But the impact of the tax and 
land use policies have obvious country difference.

Finally, the policy recommendations have been 
made to achieve the inclusive development of 
China's direct investment in the Greater Mekong 
Sub-region: i) for governments of the host 
countries: improve the education level and enhance 
the absorptive capacity, speed up infrastructure 
construction and reduce logistics costs, and enhance 
the understanding and accessibility to local laws and 
regulations; ii) for Chinese government: strengthen 
the industrial guidance for Chinese investing 
enterprises, cultivate technology and management 
talents, and hold investment promotion  exhibitions; 
and iii) for Chinese investing enterprises: survey 
the market before the entry, actively communicate 
with  labor force, extend the cooperation with 
local enterprises and people, actively shoulder 
corporate social responsibility, and respect the local 
culture and strictly abide by laws and regulations.
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What is economic development? Macro-
economically, it is the equation of Y=C+I+G+X-M 
(C: consumption, I: investment, G: government 
spending, X-M: net exports, X: exports, M: imports). 
We experienced this rapid economic development 
in Japan in the past, during 1955 – 1973 when 
the average economic growth rate was over 10% 
thanks to the role of trade and investment. So, I 
would emphasize the importance of openness.

Conceptually, the figure describes spatial economic 
concept of industrial agglomeration and dispersion 
with transport costs in view (Fujita, Krugman and 
Venables, 1999). In the figure, there are two locations 
for economic productions as well as consumptions. 
When the transport costs (costs associated with 
transporting people and goods) are prohibitively 
high for goods to be transferred, all the production 
has to take place locally, hence the 50 percent share 
of economic activity for each of the two locations (this 
is a two-equilibrium situation). In ASEAN before full-
fledged marketization in the latter part of the 20th 
century, multiple cities co-existed as “major cities”. 
Spatial economics is a branch of economics which 
focuses on the geographical aspect of economic 
activities through reduction in transport costs. 

Current situation of economic partnership with 
Japan: TPP signed in February 2016 (discussing 
TPP 11th), Japan-EU framework agreement, 
ongoing negotiation between Japan and Turkey, 
Regional Comprehensive Economic Partnership 
(RCEP). There are quite lots of engagements but 
of course, RCEP is amongst the most important to 
Japan. 2017 commemorates the 50th anniversary 
of the ASEAN. RCEP among ASEAN and 6 dialogue 
partners, including Australia, China, India, Japan, 
Korea and New Zealand could be facilitated. This 
would promote Mekong Region’s development. 

Micro-economically, in perspective of spatial economic, 
there is an important issue of making this region 
the second capital, which further reduces transport 
cost and unnecessary cost will be economized. 

AFAS (ASEAN Framework Agreement on Services) could 
be an important basis of an RCEP in terms of services 
because RCEP must use some of the AFAS packages.  
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“Japan has diverse economic 
partnerships under bilateral 
and multilateral trade 
agreements across the world 
and RCEP is amongst the 
most important ones. The 
further connection between 
ASEAN and its dialogue 
partners, possibly by RCEP, 
would significantly stimulate 
Mekong region’s economic 
advancement”

Reference:
Fujita, Masahisa, Paul Krugman and Anthony Venables 
(1999), The Spatial Economy: Cities, Regions, and 
International Trade, Cambridge, Massachusetts: The MIT 
Press.
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To start with new optimism, China’s growth will 
continue gradually. China’s focus is on productivity 
growth by innovation and industrial upgrading, 
to offset the impact of declining working-age 
population. China’s shift in growth model from heavy 
reliance on manufacturing exports and investment 
towards domestic consumption. The Belt and 
Road Initiative is created to integrate the world, 
but questions remain. In the changing scenario of 
Asia, India is the fastest growing major economy 
and has developed a comparative advantage in 
services, particularly IT services. India is presently 
attempting to foster manufacturing development 
and linkages to global value chains through a 
Make in India Programme. Indonesia is shifting 
away from a dependence on natural resources into 
manufacturing development. The CLM countries 
continue to catch up with the rest of ASEAN by 
growing at 7-8% annually. India has achieved a very 
good development and growth, under the   dynamic 
leadership of the Prime Minister Modi through his 
economic policies and energetic diplomacy.  The 
regional integration is increasingly linking markets 
and production through the spread of global value 
chains, FTAs, FDI, and greater mobility of skills.

It is expected that the developments in physical and 
digital connectivity will continue through China’s 
Belt Road Initiative, and economic corridors.  There 
is likely to be improvement in the quality of trade in 
the new phase of trade facilitation in terms of WTO 
TFA. The agreement has been signed recently on 
22 February 2017, ratified and implemented. The 

Non-tariff Measures has been applied for easing 
the products and process standards. There will 
be increase in global and regional value chains.

Look East to Act East is the policy India is following, 
where ASEAN has given the major importance as the 
center with the focus on digital linkage, 3Cs (culture, 
commerce and connectivity). Greater degree of 
action and dynamism with 30 official dialogues and 
7 ministerial meeting between ASEAN and India 
every year. Focus on digital links, value chains and 
production networks. More business dimensions 
with greater involvement of SMEs, Start-ups. Getting 
support from countries from East (Joint Statement on 
India and Japan Vision 2025: Special Strategic and 
Global Partnership Working Together for Peace and 
Prosperity of the Indo-Pacific Region and the World).

India’s initiative in regional cooperation can be 
seen in extending the railway lines to all north-
eastern states, leading to Bangladesh, Bhutan, 
Nepal and Myanmar. BBIN MVA (Bangladesh, 
Bhutan, India, Nepal Motor Vehicles Agreement) 
signed and ratified except Bhutan. There are 
higher amounts of energy trade in BBIN. The 
visa regime has been streamlined. Integrated 
Check Post (ICP) development moving in full 
swing, which the trade; plus Bus and train services 
improved, more airlines and shipping services.

India’s Neighborhood First policy with four different 
regional groups of BBIN, SAARC, ASEAN, and East 
Asia Summit (EAS). For the rising architecture of 
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regional groupings with India’s major role, there 
are Shanghai Cooperation Organization (SCO), 
India – ASEAN, RCEP, BIMSTEC, SAARC. India has 
multilateral, regional and bilateral partnership with 
five major working areas of trade and investment, 
connectivity, security (traditional and non-
traditional), culture, and science and technology. 
Compared to BBIN, BIMSTEC, SAARC, and Indian 
Ocean Rim Association (IORA), India – ASEAN has 
good performance. Connectivity is central to India-
ASEAN strategic partnership.  There are two major 
windows, including FTA (software) with RCEP, Single 
Window in Customs (paperless trade); Connectivity/ 
services links (hardware) with Trilateral highway, 
MIEC. (Seamless trade). Connectivity in India on 
two structures, including national connectivity 
(DMIC, DFC); regional connectivity (TH, KMTTP, 
MIEC). India’s regional connectivity with ASEAN 
follows two axis of North East India (multimodal + 
intermodal type), and Southern India (multimodal).

India’s trade with ASEAN increased by 25 times 
in last 25 years. India’s total trade with ASEAN 
increased significantly from US$ 2,764.73 million in 
1992 up to US$ 70,808.51 million in 2016. ASEAN-
India trade increased to US$ 70.23 billion in 2016-
17 from US$ 65.06 billion in 2015-16. However, 
ASEAN-India trade contributes only 10% of India’s 
total trade it shows high trade potential. India's FDI 
inflows from ASEAN have increased remarkably.

India is looking for new opportunities between India 
and the Mekong Region, in terms of joint ventures in 
manufacturing sector such as automobile, pharmacy, 
textile, chemical; vibrant and growing services 
industries, business opportunities in information 
technology - business process outsourcing (IT-
BPO), tourism, education, maritime services, health, 
space; collaboration for connectivity (development 
of ports and shipping, costal management, aviation, 
construction); and cooperation in strategic areas.
It is recommended that there is a need to prune 
the sensitive lists, to reduce and harmonize 
standards, complete trilateral highway and connect 
the highway to CLV, to start working on MIEC 
(connecting mega industrial zones), to give serious 
efforts to connect through ASEAN Connectivity 
Master Plan 2025, and to  build value chains in India’s 
Northeast with ASEAN, Mekong and Bangladesh. 

Finally, to conclude, the Connectivity projects such as 
Border Infrastructure, Energy Linkages and Transport 
services will be continued. Training and capacity 
building to be implemented as per the Australian 
Institute of Training and Development model. The 
priority should be given to existing projects of 
TH, Kaladan Multimodal Transit Transport Project 
(KMTTP) and MIEC. Inclusive approach considering 
ASEAN states in strategy formation. Private sector 
engagement in connectivity development in 
Mekong-Ganga Cooperation (MGC). There is a 
need of a grand plan, in the Indo-pacific region 
and dedicated Institutions along with work force to 
continue the programme and the thinking process.

“Look East to Act East policy puts ASEAN in the center with focuses 
on digital linkage, value chains, production networks, and 3Cs 
(culture, commerce and connectivity). India also explores new 
opportunities between India and the Mekong Region on joint ventures 
in the manufacturing sector such as automobile, pharmacy, textile, 
and chemical; on vibrant and growing services industries, business 
opportunities in IT-BPO, tourism, education, maritime services, health, 
and space; on collaboration for connectivity (development of ports 
and shipping, costal management, aviation, and construction); and, on 
cooperation in strategic areas”
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QUESTION
 
Mr. Nguyen Anh Quan
Specialist, Trade and Investment Facilitation 
Department, Mekong Institute

Question 1: What are the differences between old 
and new geo-economics given the dynamics of 
development, e.g. political and economic dynamics?  

Question 2: In the development context of 
the GMS where (i) each country has its own 
international development policy and strategy, 
economic development policy; (ii) economic 
development levels vary from country to country, 
the question is about the application of geo-
economics and strategies to reshape the future 
of the GMS in a practical and synergic manner?

ANSWER
 
Dr. Watcharas Leelawath
Executive Director, Mekong Institute 

ANSWER
 
Assoc. Prof. Xiong Bin 
Kunming University of Science and Technology

The Nobel Economist Paul Krugman developed a 
quantitative analysis tool called Spatial Economics 
for analyzing geo-economics. That means there is 
more connectivity between different sub-regional 
or regional cooperation mechanisms and also 
there could have possible potential radiation 
effects from one sub-regional mechanism to 
another one. Take garment as one example, the 
garment industry is moving out from Zhejiang 
coastal province, China into Cambodia. But, with 
the increased labour cost in Cambodia, it will 
properly be moving out to Bangladesh or the 
future Southern Asia countries. We can identify 
the different sectoral or industrial clustering 
crossing different sub-regional mechanisms. I think 
that is another meaning of reshaping the GMS. 

For the new geo-economics, we have the changes for 
20 years about the geo-politics and geo-economics. 
In the past 10 or 20 years, every country has moved 
towards collaboration and liberalization of trade 
and investment and more on the regionalism. 
Now, the change is that recently we have had the 
case of Brexit, case of new presidency in the US 
and American first policies. The actions, impacts 
of the superpower matter as when they make 
changes they affect small countries, for example, 
countries in the GMS region. There’s the rise of 
mercantilism, protectionism and isolationism. We 
can see some signals about it. How we can reshape 
the future of the GMS, this is why we discuss today. 
I think that to face the changes in geo-politics 
and geo-economics, we have to strengthen our 
collaboration. The changes in geo-politics and 
geo-economics pose risks to the GMS countries. 
In 2008, ASEAN faced some negative impacts 
from the hamburger crisis. The volume of intra-
trade of the ASEAN reduced by more than 25%. 
It was a significant reduction. The reason is 
that we have relied a lot on the superpowers. 

Therefore, when the superpower moved, it 
affected us. With the big reduction on the intra-
trade volume in the ASEAN, it reflects the fact 
that we have traded a lot with each other on raw 
materials and intermediate products so as to 
produce final products to supply the big markets. 
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Once, there is a recession in other parts of the 
world, it affects the demand for the final products, 
and eventually the demand for the intermediate 
products and the raw materials. That is why it affects 
the intra-ASEAN trade. To reduce the risk, what we 
have to do is to strengthen our collaboration within 
the region. We have several agreements within the 
region such as ASEAN Trade in Goods Agreement 
and Cross-border Transportation Agreement. So 
whatever the agreement we have promised in 
the regional community, we have to keep it alive. 

So, make all the agreements doable and 
implementable and we can see the results. If you 
look at the international and regional agreements, 
they are very beautiful. But to reach more benefits 
from those kinds of the agreements, we have to 
adjust some of our legal frameworks to make them 
implementable. This is one of the solutions, but not 
all. In conclusion, the key message is to strengthen 
the trade and economic relationship within the 
GMS countries so that we can reduce the risks 
from the new geo-economics and geo-politics.
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I would like to express my sincere thanks to Mekong 
Institute for inviting me to join this forum, and also 
for giving me a chance to come back to Khon Kaen. 
This is the second time I have been to Khon Kaen 
since 2009, so I’ve got a wonderful experience 
of Mekong Institute. Thank you for everything.

At first, when I got the invitation from the organizer, 
I thought I would present trade-related issues, but 
while looking at the forum agenda I became aware 
of the theme “new geo-economics”. I thought 
migration and remittances in relation to regional 
development cooperation could not be missed off, so 
I will talk about Migration and Regional Development 
Cooperation from the Myanmar perspective.

In contribution to people connectivity in the 
context of regional integration, the improvements 
on transportation and technologies in the 2000s 
have helped people, especially the Burmese, 
to move to all over the world in a wider manner 
and with lower costs. For example, it took me 
about two months from Myanmar to Thailand in 
around 2004 to 2005, then it took me one week 
to come to Thailand in around 2010 to 2011, 
but now it takes around 24 hours for migrants 
to come to Khon Kaen. What a rapid change! 
This creates opportunities for people to get closer, 
and personally I think the movement of people 
and so will not stop. So it’s important to think of 
the role of migration, remittances and so on in 
relation to regional cooperation and integration. 

To many people, migration obviously causes 
negative impacts, but in my own opinion, I do think 
migrant workers can contribute to a sustainable 
growth of both host and home countries. That’s why 
I think we need to recognize the role of migration 
in  linkage with global value chain process. 

It creates opportunities and impetus for faster 
development and integration in the region. Also, it helps 
facilitate foreign investment. As I can observe, there are 
dozens of Thai companies investing in Myanmar and 
likewise, many Burmese migrants working in Thailand. 

The migration within ASEAN was on the rise. 
According to ADB’s statistics, number of migrants 
increased from 1.5 million in 1990 to 6.5 million in 
2013. The report also pointed out that almost 50 
percent of international migrants were women.

Remittance inflows in the globe as a whole and 
also in the region had rised up since 1990. The 
volume of remittances was three times higher 
than ODA, thus partly contributing to poverty 
reduction in the developing countries. Remittances 
from Burmese migrant workers in 2016 reached 
USD 3.6 million which contributed to 5% of 
Myanmar’s GDP. But many people in Myanmar 
believe that this number is a small proportion 
of the actual remittance flows to the country. 

“...migration is an integral 
part of the regional integration 
and shared growth between 
each country and the Greater 
Mekong Sub-region...We 
need a long-term vision for all 
stakeholders to gain a triple 
win among host country, 
migrants and home country.”
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In the graph, we can see that the number of 
Burmese migrant workers to Thailand ranks first, 
followed by those to Malaysia, China and Singapore 
occupying 15%, 5% and 4% of the total Burmese 
migrants to countries. In Thailand, the number of 
illegal migrant workers is much higher than that of 
legal employees, but it is interesting to see that 
the migration cost of illegal workers is a bit lower.

According to the Myanmar population and housing 
census in 2014 and the Centre for Economic and 
Social Development’s survey in 2015, economic 
was identified as the main reason for such growing 
number of Myanmar migrants to other countries.

To conclude, I would like to stress that migration 
is an integral part of the regional integration and 
shared growth between each country and the 
Greater Mekong Sub-region. Recent challenges in 
migration management require the strengthening of 
both bilateral and multilateral mechanism. We need 
a long-term vision for all stakeholders to gain a triple 
win among host country, migrants and home country. 
Public-Private Partnership should be strengthened 
in a responsible and transparent manner.
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First of all, I would like to introduce Pact, who we 
are, what we do, and how we do it. Understanding 
Pact’s story is very much attached with what I 
will be focusing on my presentation from Pact’s 
perspective: local impact of the new geo-economics. 

Pact is a US-based international NGO, working 
in more than 30 countries. It has a deep and 
longstanding commitment to address development 
issues in the GMS; with more than 3 decades of 
continuous programming. Pact currently has offices 
in Cambodia, Vietnam, Myanmar and Thailand. 
We also have a regional programming that also 
engages with Lao PDR. The foundation of Pact’s 
work throughout the region is at the community 
level, building capacity for diverse citizens to identify 
priority issues that are impacting their lives and to 
give voice to those issues to inform and influence 
those that control decision-making authorities. 

From the perspective of Pact, consideration of the 
impacts of the new geo-economics must not get 
stuck solely on macro-trends, but must go down to 
this community level. In Cambodia and Myanmar, 
Pact is working directly with community-based 
organizations and other community structures to 
engage with local governments to identify community 
development issues and to hold governments 
accountable for responsive actions. We keep in mind 
that voice only matters if it is received, processed, 
and responded to within a system. Therefore, Pact 
works throughout the region to help strengthen 

platforms and mechanisms for community voices 
to be received. At country level this often starts 
with government forums or meetings. Additionally, 
we work to escalate community voices at national 
and regional levels through policy dialogue 
platforms and issue-specific working groups. 

To improve development impact, we have 
been working to ensure the participatory policy 
development, accountable and transparent service 
delivery, and responsive issue resolution. The work 
is slow and faces many constraints in much of the 
region where the space for civil society to use its 
voice and to be received is highly limited. However, 
we have achieved several remarkable progresses. 

We also implement the Sustainable Infrastructure 
Partnership (SIP) program under the Lower Mekong 
Initiative whose mission is to serve as a platform for 
addressing transnational development and policy 
issues. The sustainable infrastructure development 
should reduce disparities and inequalities, and 
increase environmental, social, and economic 
resilience of the region, countries, and all the way 
down to the communities. The SIP program covers 
a great number of topics such as environmental 
impact assessment, hydropower optimization 
and impact mitigation, and socio-economic and 
economic evaluation of Mekong mainstream 
hydropower cascade dam projects. For Pact’s 
implementation of SIP, there is a continued emphasis 
on recognizing community voice and needs, and 
building capacity primarily of relevant government 
officials to actively engage diverse citizens as 
part of the infrastructure development process.

So, back to the title of my presentation in attachment 
to the emergence and impact of geo-economics, 
whose voices count? The new geo-economics are 
marked in part by volatility, uncertainty, risks but 
also opportunities. Within this context, it is crucial 
to ensure that all voices, including those of poor 
and marginalized individuals and communities, are 
heard and responded to with accountable actions. 

“The new geo-economics are 
marked in part by volatility, 
uncertainty, risks but also 
opportunities. Within this 
context, it is crucial to ensure 
that all voices … are heard 
and responded to with 
accountable actions.”
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Today, I am going to talk about our study on Energy 
Connectivity. My colleague, Noah Kittner, is here today; 
I hope you would contact him if you have any questions.

Let me start with the mission of our research 
program at PARI. It is to analyze the regional 
structure of energy supply and demand as well 
as energy policies in East Asia. Besides, we 
conduct discussions and raise awareness of the 
issues. We also develop policy recommendations 
based on the latest energy policy research. 

We are kicking off the new initiative “Energy for 
Peace”. Our counterpart is the Central Economic 
Commission of National League for Democracy. 
Before  Myanmar’s general election in 2020, we 
will craft the energy strategy in the era of national 
reconciliation. For this, dialogue with ethnic groups 
is surely important. At the same time, dialogue with 
neighboring countries, for example China is the 
most critical. If we think of the Myitsone hydropower 
case, we have to balance in between, anyway. We are 
collaborating with China to conduct consultations.

Not only us but also politics is interested in and 
recognizes the importance of regional energy 
connectivity. In July 2016, the Japanese government 
initiated the Japan-Mekong Connectivity Initiative to 
realize a vibrant and effective connectivity in this region. 

During my stay in Chulalongkorn, Foreign Minister 
Fumio Kishida came to have a talk. The US also paid 
special attention to this at the Friends of the Lower 
Mekong Conference. In 2015, representatives 
were aware of an integrated regional power grid 
to support equitable, basin-scale nexus trade-
offs and the need to assist Mekong countries in 
harmonizing technical and performance standards. 

Connectivity is critically important in this 
region, so we are planning to expand our focus 
from Myanmar to GMS as a regional wide. 
There have been numerous studies on GMS 
connectivity recently, but the question is: how 
to make pathways? ADB has been conducting 
regional Power Development Plan exercise in the 
last 20 years. For example, in 2002, it shows the 
regional indicative master plan, and in 2010, it 
updates the plan called RETA 6440. RETA6440 
features three poles in the power interconnections. 
In line with this exercise, ADB also facilitates the 
Regional Power Trade Coordination Committee 
since 2004.  Conducting twice per year, the most 
updated one was 22nd in Chengdu in PRC this June. 

Based on these studies, our research focuses on 
how we can make the pathways for realizing power 
interconnection. Our approach consists of three 
stages: Exploratory, which will be carried out this 
year and next year; Forecasting will be done in 
2018 and 2019; and Outreach Stage is in 2019 – 
2020. If you need further information, please ask 
Noah if any, or you can access the website: https://
rael.berkeley.edu/project/switch-a-modeling-tool-
for-the-electricity-sector. 

Based on the simulation results, we will draw 
collective implications in the region. For this, we 
will hold a policy dialogue in the GMS. At the same 
time, we will start capacity building program to 
strengthen planning capacity of power trade in each 
Power Development Plan. As mentioned before, 
we have three stages. While University of Tokyo 
will be in charge of exploratory stage, UC Berkeley 
will put its focus on forecasting stage. And for 
the outreach stage, we are starting collaborations 
with Mekong Institute. Three of us are currently 
working together to proceed exploratory stage. 
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Yet, currently, without connectivity infrastructure, 
self-sufficiency rate in each country is too low and 
is estimated to decline in the bottom graph. In our 
research, we indicate how power interconnections 
contribute to the regional energy security. This topic 
is really relevant to geo-economics in ways that 
power infrastructure investment influences regional 
security by enhancing energy independence. 

“It is important to reframe 
energy connectivity from 
mere economic viability 
viewpoint to regional security 
enhancements.”

In the years to come, we will develop a new 
collaboration with Mekong Institute to implement 
and accelerate the exploratory stage through 
scenario making in 2017. In late November 
this year, we will cooperate with Renewable 
and Appropriate Energy Laboratory (RAEL) and 
Mekong Institute to host the Special Session 
at Greater Mekong Sub-region Academic and 
Research Network in Danang city of Vietnam.

Through this dialogue, I really need feedback 
from regional stakeholders, and would like 
to discuss further in both formal and informal 
ways. It is appreciated if we can exchange ideas 
and insights about this power interconnection. 
I personally hope this dialogue will generate 
the driver for further connectivity in this region.
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I would like to thank Mekong Institute for inviting 
me to participate in this very important forum. I am 
here presenting about International Development 
Research Center (IDRC). I will share with you what 
kind of initiatives IDRC is undertaking and how they 
are relevant to this forum’s theme. I’ll provide some 
examples of the projects that we are engaged in.

IDRC supports local research in the developing 
world to improve lives and livelihoods. We have 
offered more than one thousand grants a year for 
researches. We have over 350 staff working in 5 
offices with one of them located in Asia. We also 
make contributions to Canada’s foreign policy. 

I will tell you my message right from the beginning: 
we need to focus on research that contributes to the 
changing geo-economics and geo-politics in the 
region. Research can help understand what is taking 
place. One of the trends we are experiencing is the 
emergence of value chains, global and regional. 
World trade in intermediate goods is now greater 
than all other non-oil traded goods together. Up 
to 80% of global trade measured in exports now 
linked to production of multinational firms. Research 
estimates suggest that of the 3.3 billion people 
employed worldwide, 1 in 7 jobs are related to Global 
Supply Chains. Mekong countries such as Cambodia 
and Vietnam are at the center of these supply chains.

We would agree that jobs need to be at the 
center of economic movement. We do not create 
jobs. Governments do not necessarily create jobs. 
Jobs come from private businesses. And they can 
somehow be related directly or indirectly to the 
global value chains. Wherever they are large or small, 
they all can benefit from research. Large ones need 
to investigate issues around business environment, 
infrastructure, and investment protection. Small 
enterprises need to know how to improve their 
products’ quality, use skilled labor or customer 
service; and how their ambition and attitude matters 
to their enterprises’ success. Research on how 
businesses operate and how they can expand and 

improve can bring in better and improved job 
opportunities for many workers in the region.

Research will answer questions such as: (i) what 
kind of business strategies do firms pursue: 
economic and social upgrading or downgrading?; 
(ii) which conditions are needed for participation 
in value chains to foster the quantity and quality 
of employment opportunities for potentially 
marginalized groups?; (iii) are there any structural 
advancement barriers for women or other 
groups?; (iv) what are the perceived benefits of 
participating in value chains?; and (v) what actual 
goals do governments, firms and workers seek 
to achieve through participation in value chains? 

For social upgrading in value chains, let’s take 
Myanmar’s Garment Manufacturers’ Association 
as a good example. While they offer employment 
to young people - mostly women - to work on this 
emerging industry which links Myanmar to global 
value chains, they must avoid child labor. This is a 
very critical and sensitive area, and the association, 
government and civil society are trying to find ways 
to provide safe and fair employment to young 
workers. The ILO carries out “Better Work Vietnam” 
program to improve working conditions. Providing 
workers childcare services help relief the burden that 
women face at home where they are the main care 
providers, and offers them a possibility of joining 
employment in the global value chain for garments. 

“...Research can make a 
difference to make trade 
work for workers and small 
businesses within global 
markets. The realities of 
the geo-economic and geo-
political developments can 
turn the Mekong into a more 
inclusive region.”
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Firm size matters because it determines how 
incomes are shared within the economy. India has 
a bipolar distribution where there is a segment of 
“missing middle” firms. China tends to have larger 
firms, and Korea tends to have more medium firms. 
Micro and small enterprises, especially women-
led businesses in India are still less productive. 
There should be research on how to make small 
businesses more productive? Investment in 
training? Digital technology? Focus on women? 
 
In the context of emerging geo-economics and value 
chain, apart from improving business productivity, 
business environment must be taken into deep 
consideration. I will show you the indicators of 
doing business scored by the World Bank. The 
Mekong region does not look to perform too well, 
compared to 190 countries. The region has still many 
issues regarding obstacles to start a business, and 
engaging in cross- border trading. Cambodia, Lao 
PDR and Myanmar need substantive improvements.

And women in businesses represent a 
great opportunity to make a contribution to 
development. Women-owned businesses can 
be empowered through various strategies and 
interventions such as in-depth and longer training 
programs and mentorships, backing legal reforms 
to strengthen enforcement and shift norms or 
practices biased against women, strengthening 

of the role of women in value and distribution 
chains, applying a gender lens to trade and 
procurement, and investing in closing data gaps 
to understand how women are disadvantaged. 
Actually, we are working with Mekong Institute 
to provide training and mentoring on women 
entrepreneurship. Some of the trainees are 
here today. The training focuses on female 
entrepreneurs, development of effective business 
plans, exploration of export potential among 
these businesses, and following up action plans 
prepared by the participating entrepreneurs. 

Finally, I want to mention that another way of 
working with small producers to increase their 
productivity. You can find further information on 
how we are doing this with niche textile producers 
in the region, including Bangladesh and Cambodia 
under the “Artisan Hub” initiative with Canada’s 
Trade Facilitation Office. The project invests 
in research to find ways for these producers to 
enter new markets such as Canada. The project 
does not only promote exports of their textiles, 
but it spends time and efforts to understand how 
these producers could adapt their products to 
the international demand. This is an example of 
how small producers can integrate the GMS into 
international markets such as Canada’s by using 
smart market research. One of a few ways in which 
research helps make a difference in development.
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I would like thank Mekong Institute for inviting 
BIMSTEC to participate in the Mekong Forum 2017. 

Let me briefly introduce the Bay of Bengal 
Initiative for Multi-Sectoral Technical and Economic 
Cooperation (BIMSTEC). BIMSTEC is a regional 
organization comprising of 7 member states. 
Established in 1997, the BIMSTEC’s overall 
objective is to deepen economic cooperation in 
the region through fourteen identified areas of 
cooperation, including trade facilitation, connectivity, 
energy trading and people-to-people contact. 

Recently, we have been focusing more on the 
infrastructural development, connectivity as a key 
to any other developments to get activated or 
reactivated. Other priorities among the BIMSTEC 
member states are renewable energy trading and 
regional security cooperation towards a secured 
and progressive BIMSTEC society. BIMSTEC today 
is considered as a good linkage between South and 
Southeast Asia for deeper economic integration 
and also viewed by many as a regional forum for 
South South Cooperation. One of the potential 
areas for our cooperation in future is in the renewal 
energy sector, with huge hydro-power resources 
still remained untapped, particularly in Bhutan, 
Nepal, Myanmar and the Northeast region of India. 

In the BIMSTEC Leaders Retreat in Goa (India) in 
October 2016, a joint statement issued by the leaders 
begins: “We recall the Third BIMSTEC Summit 
Declaration issued in Nay Pyi Taw on March 4, 2014 and 
wish to reiterate our deep commitment to BIMSTEC 
as an organization promoting regional cooperation 
and integration in the Bay of Bengal region. 

We recognize that our geographical contiguity, 
abundant natural and human resources, rich 
historical linkages and shared cultural heritage 
provide BIMSTEC the ideal platform to promote 
peace, stability and prosperity in our region”.

The integration in the Bay of Bengal implies that the 
region is the least integrated, although the member 
countries share a common history, culture and 
geographical space. More than 1.6 billion people 
live around the Bay of Bengal with combined GDP 
of over $3.5 trillion per annum. The region is also 
blessed with rich both natural resources and the 
human capital, which are deficient in other parts of the 
world. Besides that, we have a huge market, provided 
that the larger economies like China and India give 
equal access to their smaller neighborhoods. It is 
noteworthy that the South and Southeast Asia host 
the highest number of Buddhist Heritages in the 
world. If we look at it differently, the future is bright 
and we have something in store to look forward. 

Look at the slide below, the BIMSTEC overlaps 
with two other sub-regional groupings with almost 
similar kind of mandates. In view of the above, we 
have more reasons to cooperate and collaborate in 
achieving our shared goal of economic self-reliance 

“…there’s a need to harmonize 
the coordination and 
collaborate actions among 
us for an inclusive regional 
growth.”
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in a sustainable manner along the lines of Sustainable 
Development Goals (SDGs) and improve the 
lives of the millions of poor people in the region. 
 
In the area of trading, the intra-regional trade 
makes up only 5% of the total global trade. 
But the progress in intra-regional trade and 
commerce in BIMSTEC bloc has been better than 
in SAARC region with two ASEAN economies 
as the BIMSTEC’s members, and enhanced trust 
among BIMSTEC community, aided by the Look-
East and then Act-East economic policies of India 
and Look-West policy of Thailand in recent years. 

For a way forward, the BIMSTEC leaders during their 
last Retreat in Goa stated the following and directed 
the concerned authorities within the BIMSTEC 
countries “to work together collectively towards making 
BIMSTEC stronger, more relevant and result oriented”. 

“We agree to intensify our efforts to realize the 
objectives and purposes of BIMSTEC as outlined 
in the 1997 Bangkok Declaration, and re-affirm that 
BIMSTEC has considerable potential for economic 
and social development through mutually beneficial 
cooperation in the identified priority areas.”

The South – South Cooperation has shaped its 
way but it needs some clarity. We need to have 
a mechanism in place to assess and reassess its 
impacts. More importantly, it is to take the South 
- South Cooperation and our noble initiatives 
to progress in partnership forward, given the 
current US-led trend of protectionism with 
“America First” policy shaping its way through 
and influencing the global good governance.   

My parting shot for the day is “We are united in talking, 
but divided in actions”. Let’s look at the way forward 
differently, in order to get there at a win-win situation. 
It is important for us to harmonize the differences 
and work collectively to leave a legacy for the future. 
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QUESTION
 
Dr. Chayanis Krittasudthacheewa 
Stockholm Environment Institute (SEI)

It seems that many regional and international 
cooperations that you have mentioned focus largely 
on the economic aspect and so on. However, I did 
not see much discussion on the environment in 
the development process and strategies. So my 
question is, I need your recommendation, how 
can the member countries in the GMS ensure 
that they consider the cooperation is not only 
about economic but also social and environmental 
aspects in their plan? And how can we create 
incentives for both host and investing countries 
to follow sustainable development? Thank you.

QUESTION
 
Mr. Quan Anh Nguyen 
Specialist, Trade and Investment Facilitation 
Department, Mekong Institute

My question is about negative impacts generated 
by the development process.  As you may know, 
one of the development objectives is to promote 
connectivity: connectivity between capital cities 
and border areas, and connectivity between 
country and country. So for me, the development 
cooperation process has both negative and positive 
impacts in between. On the negative side, we 
see human trafficking, environmental pollution, 
smuggling and illegal migration. So I would like to 
learn from your perspectives on your assessment 
of negative impacts and how can we keep such 
negative impacts under control? Thank you.

COMMENT
 
Ms. Duangkamol Thongmung 
Asia-Pacific Development Center on Disability 
(APCD)

My name is Duangkamol. I am from APCD. I am 
not questioning but I would like to add up some 
points to inclusive development. With what was 
presented in the morning session, I do think the 
inclusive development does not just involve many 
stakeholders but also meaningful participation. 
For example, infrastructure, while benefiting inter-
connection and trade development, helps expand 
accessibility to local people and the vulnerable to 
public services such as education and healthcare. This 
will ensure positive development impact. Thank you. 
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ANSWER
 
Mr. Min Zar Ni Lin 
Senior Technical and Policy Analyst, Centre 
for Economic and Social Development (CESD), 
Myanmar

I would like to respond to the question about 
human trafficking or negative impacts of the 
development cooperation. As you can see, there 
are pros and cons because of regional cooperation, 
but we need to look carefully at what are the 
better offers to the regional integration. Another 
thing is human trafficking and working conditions, 
one of the most important things is we have to 
find solutions to deal with these, and we try to 
get as more stakeholders involved in the process 
as possible; I mean with meaningful participation. 
Also, I recommend the Mekong region to facilitate 
this process in applying the participatory approach 
to conduct more dialogues, which is put not only in 
strategies but also in people-to-people discussions. 

ANSWER
 
Mr. Zach Center 
Country Manager, PACT Cambodia

Related to my presentation, ensuring their 
participation and bringing them around 
for discussion on sustainable infrastructure 
development are important in understanding what 
is happening on the ground. Also, building capacity 
of governments to understand what is going on 
and counting the voices of the civil society will also 
provide perspectives for assessing and mitigating 
social environmental impacts, looking at the ground 
on different potential externalities and making 
it a focus of infrastructure development as well.

ANSWER
 
Dr. Edgard R. Rodriguez 
Senior Program Specialist, International Development 
Research Center (IDRC)

I’d like to briefly give an answer that might cover 
all three questions together. We have talked about 
global value chains and large enterprises, and 
we have focused on social upgrading that these 
chains and firms could undertake during their 
operation. This is a positive outlook. And in my 
part of presentation, I pointed out some of the 
negative effects that we could observe such poor 
treatment workers. Other negative effects of value 
chains or large enterprises involve the pollution that 
some of their activities may create, as well as the 
overall pressure of their economic activities on the 
environment. So we should all be aware of both 
positive and negative impacts. However, we need to 
think how we can change the negative into positive. 
Is this possible? There are some cases where we 
are able to do just that. So, for instance, we could 
find ways to ensure environmental sustainability 
in operations related to the tourism sector. Or, for 
the workers in the region, we can support them 
to improve their well-being. The solution is about 
working or cooperating with the value chains or 
enterprises to acknowledge areas for improvement, 
emphasize their responsibility to the society where 
they operate, and propose some positive action. It 
is possible to manage - even if partly - the negative 
effects that economic activity is bringing to the region.
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There are still struggles in implementing economic 
reforms but Myanmar has taken the necessary 
measures to be able to take off. Here are a few 
insights and points that explain how the country is 
doing its reforms and how Myanmar can contribute to 
better integration and better working relationships 
with the neighboring countries in the region. 

Since 2016, Myanmar has been working hard to 
sustain the economic momentum and recently, the 
economy has succeeded to overcome challenges. 
The country has implemented significant reforms 
through the assistance of the international 
community. As such, one of the most important 
reforms is the introduction of a comprehensive 
macroeconomic stabilization plan – streamlining 
the fiscal system, ensuring that the government 
budget is under control, and reallocating resources 
on the social sectors. The trading investment 
liberalization policies that highlight special 
economic zones (SEZs) were expected to assist 
trading investment promotion and a successful 
initiative were the partnership with Japan on the 
Debt-Relief Assistance – Economic Aid Thilawa SEZ. 

Myanmar’s connectivity status is also a main 
priority from a regional perspective since the 
country is a link between India and Southeast Asia. 
Similarly, there are a number of initiatives that aim 
to link South Asia to Southeast Asia such as the 
Kaladan Multi-Modal Transit Transport Project, the 
Muse-Shweli Cross-Border Trade Zone, and the 
Asian Highway that aimed to connect borders.      

There several challenges that the government 
is facing. For one, trade facilitation and financial 
institutions need to be strengthened, while 
quality infrastructure should be highlighted. 
Reforms geared toward these need international 
assistance to help develop capacities and 
address poverty-reduction. In addition, legal and 
institutional frameworks and PPP policies need to 
be addressed to support potential infrastructure 
proposals and project preparation support. 
In addition, external financing and domestic 
resource mobilization links must be enhanced 
to reinforce PPP initiatives, and development 
of the private sector is a crucial step in attaining 
transparency and accountability of PPP projects. 

Myanmar focuses on areas of research and 
development cooperation that address the 
gaps in the existing systems. Adopting strategic 
opportunities will support Myanmar’s commitment to 
resolving deep-rooted conflicts through an inclusive 
process and through furthering strong international 
partnerships. Moreover, it is important to promote 
efforts geared towards democracy that reinforces 
sustained and inclusive growth and poverty-reduction 
for the politically active urban poor constituencies.

“Myanmar has taken progressive 
reform efforts towards 
globalization in order that we 
can reintegrate into the regional 
economic community as well as 
the international community. 
The government is aiming to fix 
the gaps to achieve sustained 
economic growth and at the same 
time, will be able to contribute to 
improving the current economic 
systems of the neighboring 
economies.” 
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We have been seeing recent drastic changes in 
the global geo-politics and geo-economy. Should 
we be excited? Is that the big deal for the GMS? 
And, how should we respond to it? We should 
be mindful of what is going on in the world. 

My sharing in the Forum will cover three topics, 
1) New geo-economics, 2) Thailand’s policies 
responding to the changes in geo-politics and geo-
economics, and 3) What would be the future of 
the GMS and what should the GMS countries do?

President Donald Trump’s policies: Different actions 
have been taken to protect the US’ benefits, for 
example antidumping, safeguard and countervailing 
measures as trade remedies. The new US policies 
are unpredictable. GMS countries should be 
mindful of what the policies could harm us. So, I 
would recommend GMS countries to be prepared, 
such as understanding our own production and 
manufacturing value chain with foreign investment. 
Thailand could be at risk of having her Generalize 
System of Preferences (GSP) privileges taken away. 

Brexit: Brexit would be an opportunity for us to 
enhance the close relation with the EU. Thailand and 
EU had informally expressed interest in Thailand – 
EU FTA. During the FTA negotiations, agriculture 
was an important sector for both sides.  The UK 
expressed her interests in importing unrefined sugar 
and export alcoholic beverages to Thailand; while 
Thailand would like to export more chicken and 
shrimp to the UK. But, if Scotland will not remain in 
the EU because of Brexit, then the UK might be less 
interested in the alcoholic beverage trade. Their 
interest was also on financial services. London is the 
premier center for financial services in Europe; but 
many banks have been moving out. That would be 
another impact on the FTA negotiation in the case 
that UK is no longer in the EU.

In response to technological advances, Thailand 
is redirecting the economic development policies 
toward Thailand 4.0. The concept is quite 

straightforward. In short, it delivers key messages 
of incorporation of technologies, innovation 
and value creation. Thailand introduces a new 
S-curve policy of which new focus industries 
will incorporate technologies, innovation and 
creativity and will be given investment privileges.

One challenge for Thailand’s moving forward 
is that the country export is heavily dependent 
on industrial products. However, most of the 
major exporters are non-Thai; they are Japanese, 
and recently Chinese and European exporters. 

Thailand needs to be more focused in its 
economic development as well as responding 
to particular needs of the country. In my point of 
view, agriculture is the key sector that needs help. 
But, the country is currently facing problems with 
rice, rubber, palm oil and pineapple as well as the 
problem of lacking labor force. The country has 
to move its industries including agriculture from 
labor intensive basis to technology and capital 
intensive basis for sustainable development.

Another important policy is the introduction of 
Eastern Economic Corridor (EEC). The concept of 
EEC is to develop a big special economic zone that 
would be focusing on sectors catering to Thailand’s 
future development of the technology-oriented 
and higher value added industries. The current 
administration plans to expand the Laem Chabang 
Port to fit in with regional connectivity initiatives, 
such as OBOR, EEC development in ASEAN.

“Thailand responds to recent 
changes in geo-politics and geo-
economics by introducing policies 
of Thailand 4.0, new S-curve 
industries, and EEC Initiative.”
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What would be the future of the GMS 
and what should the GMS countr ies do?

• GMS is located in a strategic position of Asia. 
We need to think strategically to avoid losing 
focus caused by short-term impact from recent 
changes in geo-politics and geo-economics.

• We need to focus on our potentials, such as 
richness of resources and strong agricultural 
sector in which food technology, biotechnology 
would be the industries of the future.

• GMS has to focus on enhancing the connectivity, 
including physical connectivity, people to 
people connectivity, digital connectivity, finance 
and energy connectivity. 

• Another important policy that requires our 
attention is inclusive economic development. 
The policy is important to address the issues 
of inequality and unfairness, and accordingly 
political unrests. 

• Well understanding the global and regional 
value chain is vital to our future development. 
The production of a certain product would be 

dispersed over different countries. The business 
model would be different and it is important for 
us to understand the picture of where the value 
chains of products will be in the future. 

• Facilitation would be key to benefiting from 
initiatives of OBOR, ASEAN highways, North-
South, East-West corridors. It should not be 
merely trade facilitation, but including people 
facilitation.

• I would like to introduce three keywords for the 
future, including:

• Collaboration: enhancing collaboration 
instead of competition

• Talent management: managing, retaining 
and nurturing talents are important to all 
GMS countries

• Technology utilization: leapfrogging the 
economic development 

Each country could have individual strategy. However, 
regional synergy would strengthen the GMS and help the 
sub-region to be more competitive in the global economy.



42

The US and EU have been struggling with a prolonged 
economic downturn. We have also seen emerging 
new world political and economic powers, such as 
China, India, Japan and South Korea. They created 
new economic models which are different from the 
Western ones (e.g. One Belt One Road as OBOR). 
They become important partners of the developing 
countries in the way that they help improve voice 
of developing countries in global economic arena. 
The South-South Economic Cooperation is an 
initiative to promote trade cooperation of the 
developing countries with their partners. However, the 
cooperation initiative falls outside the conventional 
practice in which democracy and politics were 
considered as pre-condition for implementation. 

Lao PDR, as a landlocked and small economy, views 
the geopolitical changes as a positive impact on 
trade and investment. The country bilateral trade and 
investment cooperation with other countries in the 
region and with new emerging economies are crucial 
for promoting Lao economic development recently. 
Lao government gives priorities to the promotion of 
economic connectivity under GMS economic corridors 
as well as to the OBOR initiative (e.g. Laos and China 
had kicked off and started constructing a railway). The 
railway project is expected to boost trade between 
two countries and reduce production and trade costs. 

Responding to global economic changes, 
Laos pursues an openness policy and deepens 
regional and global economic integration. 
The policy is well reflected in the country’s Industry 
and Trade Strategy 2016-2025 which has three 
main tasks, including maximizing the deepening 

economic integration, improving business enabling 
environment, and enhancing enterprise competitiveness.

Currently, Laos has trade relations with over 50 
countries and 47 out of them grant unilateral and 
reciprocal tariff preferences to Laos. The country 
signed trade-related agreements with 18 countries 
many of which are Asian countries. Laos is being given 
the Generalized System of Preferences (GSP) privilege 
by 36 countries. With its membership and participation 
in different trade platforms and initiatives, Laos can 
export its products to wider markets under regional 
and multinational trade agreements (e.g. AFTA, WTO 
and APTA). Regarding the border trade, Thailand, 
Vietnam and China give special policies, such as tariff 
preferences and exemption to Lao export to their 
countries. For example, tariff exemption given by 
China is eligible to product export with value of less 
than 3,000 RMB (Chinese Yuan). In summary, Lao trade 
benefits much from regional economic stability and its 
bilateral trade agreements with neighboring countries.

In terms of investment, Lao government gives various 
incentives to the investors, such as exemption from 
import and export tariffs, offering up to 10 years tax 
holidays which is more competitive compared with 
those in other Asian countries. Special Economic Zones 
(SEZ) development is also a policy the government 
uses as main driving force to promote manufacturing 
development and export diversification. There are 
totally 12 SEZ in the whole country. The government 
has been strongly encouraging the investments in and 
develop the SEZs with more liberal trade regimes. 

Investment by the Chinese into Laos is a typical 
example of Lao policies in investment promotion. 
Laos becomes one of the three largest Chinese 
investment recipient countries. Chinese investors 
are interested in commercial crop planting and 
hydropower construction. So far, Laos carried out 17 
hydropower projects during 2011 – 2015 of which 7 
projects were implemented by the Chinese investors.

“Laos views the recent changes in the 
global geo-politics and geo-economics 
as positive impacts on its trade and 
investment promotion. The shift of 
power to emerging countries in Asia 
has been giving opportunities to the 
country’s growth and development.” 
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International Institute for Trade and Development 
(ITD) is a government entity as a public organization 
established under the cooperation between the 
Royal Thai Government and UNCTAD in 2000. ITD 
is a think-tank organization aiming at providing 
academic services for training and research 
in the fields of trade and development. ITD’s 
missions are to 1) promote training and research 
in international trade, finance, investment and 
development, 2) enhance analytical capability of 
developing countries in formulating trade and 
development policies, as well as, determining 
appropriate measures corresponding with the 
globalization in the region and sub-region, 3) foster 
the cooperation on trade, finance, investment and 
development between countries in the region and 
sub-region, and 4) collaborate with UNCTAD and 
other international organizations to disseminate 
knowledge. ITD’s scope of work focuses on 5 
different areas, including the work by UNCTAD, 
SDGs agenda 2030, legal aspects, ASEAN 
and CLMV, and social, education and culture. 

I would focus my sharing on the strategy of how 
Thailand and GMS country can promote trade and 
investment in the context of recent changes in geo-
politics and geo-economics. The sharing is based 
on findings from two recent ITD’s researches. The 
first research focuses on developing cooperation 
among GMS economic corridors in order to prepare 
for AEC in 2015. Findings from the research indicate 
that connectivity is an important factor and GMS 
countries need to well develop logistic facilities.

The second research is on “The dynamics of 
China in the Greater Mekong Sub-region and their 
implications for Thailand”. This research attempts 
to compare the policies in investment in and 
expansion to other GMS countries by Thailand and 
China. Movement of China into GMS could generate 
both advantages and disadvantages to Thailand. 

The research found that Chinese expansion of 
investment into GMS creates mutual benefits. 
China could gain the development of Southern 
provinces of Yunnan and Guangxi, guarantee the 
supply of natural resources, new energy sources 
from linking with the GMS; while the GMS countries 
could expand their markets to Southern China. 
Expanding businesses in China will bring an 
advantage to Thailand that the country can become 
a regional transport hub connecting with other 
GMS countries. But, the disadvantage is that Thai 
products will face difficulties in competition with 

cheaper products from China. Furthermore, Thai 
enterprises will also face with the competition over 
natural resources in the sub-region with Chinese. 
The research also provides strategies for 
Thailand to cope with the situation; but, other 
GMS countries could also learn and apply. 

Policy recommendations to the government sector
 
• To expand the investment of Thai state enterprises 

in the sub-region, particularly in the energy sector 
• To encourage the participation of local and 

border provinces, e.g. promotion of cross-
border trade, Special Economic Zones in the 
border areas, and facilitating the connection 
to GMS through the Economic Corridor

• To support the financial sector investing in 
the GMS, e.g. enhancing the role of state-
owned bank in provision of funding/credits 

“China is not a competitor, but 
a business partner. Partnership 
and collaboration between 
Thailand and China will bring 
bright prospects to both 
countries and the GMS.” 
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for investing in the region, encouraging the 
use of Chinese Yuan as the clearing currency 
among GMS countries, setting up funds for Thai 
investor investing in GMS and development 
financial system to support Thai businesses 
expanding business networks in GMS 

• To establish state to state partnership with 
Chinese government to allow joint investment in 
the GMS, e.g. developing strategic partnership 
on the basis of Thai-Chinese Joint Committee

• To integrate the missions of aids provision, 
investment promotion and financial support 
together, so the aids providing to CLMV countries 
will lead to trade and investment opportunities 
for Thai enterprises in the CLMV markets.

Strategic recommendations to the private sector 

• To improve competitive capability in order to cope 
with more competitive products from China, e.g. 
expanding investment by setting up factories in 
the GMS countries to take advantage of human 
and natural resources and reduce production costs

• To expand businesses of appropriate industries 
and sectors in the GMS, including service sector 
(e.g. tourism, hotel, healthcare), consumer product 
sector (e.g. retailing business), manufacturing sector, 
energy sector, construction sector and logistics

• To change the attitude on China of being a 
competitor to being a partner, so they may become 
investment partners in CLMV, particularly in many 
potential sectors such as consumer product, food 
processing, service, and industrial zone development.

Regarding the future trends, firstly an UNCTAD’s 
business survey indicated that digital economy and 
technologies will become key players in the future. 
Secondly, trade facilitation remains a key strategy 
for the GMS countries to foster collaboration 
and minimize trade barriers in the context that 
mercantilism and protectionism are on the rise.
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Challenges

• Increased global nationalism and protectionism 
hampers trade and investment led growth for 
GMS. In particular, multilateral agreements 
come under increasing pressure, including the 
WTO and the multilateral trading system which 
provides the most efficient system of global trade 
rules. This is perhaps the greatest challenge of all.

• Increasingly nationalistic and autocratic 
regimes in ASEAN and GMS are not helping 
either as transparency decreases, media and 
free information come under pressure and 
Western countries may reduce consumption 
from GMS due to human rights concerns.

• An increasingly ageing population will pose 
a big burden on the young to support the 
elderly. At the same time, many young people 
will find no jobs as a result of automation. 
The big challenge is for individual countries 
to move up the value-added and technology 
ladder to engage in the new economy but 
not everybody will be able to participate.

• This is particularly important for Thailand. 
According to Japan, Thailand’s main investor, 
Thailand is not equal to its Mekong neighbours 
in Japan’s estimations. To Japan it is the lead 
goose of the proverbial flying geese ‘V’. This 
is why Thailand’s ‘middle income trap’ is such 
a concern to Japan’s economic planners. They 
need Thailand to move up a tier and create 
demand for upper tier goods and services in 
order for a division of labour and capital to stratify 
the Mekong economies. Lack of adequate 
education and skills is the main bottleneck 
and not easily solved in the short-term.

• Natural disasters continue to disrupt trade 
and investment. Asia has the highest 
incidence of natural disasters in the world 
and is particularly prone to the effects 

of climate change. There is a need to 
strengthen business’ resilience to disasters.

• There are plenty of RIAs and opportunities to 
strengthen regional cooperation and integration 
among ASEAN/GMS but political will is lacking 
to effectively implement them and individual 
countries continue to differ in terms of legal 
regimes and policy frameworks. Countries 
are competing for similar export markets and 
investors rather than collaborating. They see 
each other as rivals rather than as partners.

Opportunities

• The trade and investment link of GMS 
countries varies greatly: trade accounts for 
less than 40% of GDP in Myanmar and more 
than 100% of GDP in Viet Nam. Intraregional 
trade makes up about 24% of ASEAN’s total 
global trade, ranging from 13.9% in Viet Nam 
to 64.9% for Laos. Intra-GMS trade accounts 
has grown from 8% in 2013 to 11% in 2015 
of total intra-ASEAN trade but has remained 
stagnant at 3-4% of total global GMS trade.

• FDI in Viet Nam is booming and stagnating 
in Thailand. Myanmar FDI has also stagnated. 
Thailand has emerged as a strong outward 
investor, almost doubling FDI in 2016. In 2015, 
investment outflows from developing Asian 
economies reached $323 billion, representing 
30 per cent of global foreign direct investment 
(FDI) flows. Intraregional greenfield FDI inflows 
to ASEAN rose by 3.4 per cent to $90 billion 
in 2016. The vertical fragmentation effect – 
associated with and extension of investment 
network resulting from the trade liberalization 
of intermediate goods – and the horizontal 
effect – a market expansion effect resulting 
from the reduction of trade barriers – are thus 
very likely to attract increasing investment flows 
from the region’s MNEs to ASEAN and GMS.
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• Promoting intraregional trade and 
investment holds great promise for ASEAN 
and the GMS. However, the expansion of 
merchandise trade is being impeded by high 
bilateral trade costs within the region. The 
largest costs are associated with non-tariff 
barriers, regulatory and procedural burdens, 
and high transport costs, which together can 
account for as much as 60 to 90 per cent of total 
trade costs in Asia-Pacific. The development 
of economic corridors and growth triangles 
can help address some of these bottlenecks.

• One well-known economic corridor is the 
ADB led East-West Economic Corridor but 
implementation has been lacking for similar 
reasons: political interests and nationalism 
and differing national legal systems. ASEAN 
provides the framework for harmonization of 
these frameworks which involves surrender 
of part of individual countries’ sovereignty. 
Without the political will to surrender or “pool” 
sovereignty, ASEAN will remain a talk shop.

• The BRI (Belt and Road Initiative or OBOR) 
has 6 corridors, two of which involve the GMS: 
Bangladesh-China-India-Myanmar (BCIM) and 
China-Indochina Peninsula (CIP). While BRI has 
potential for GMS in terms of access to finance 
it may lead to dependency on China and large 
unsustainable debts. Therefore, participation 
in BRI holds great promise and is supported 
by the Asian Infrastructure Development Bank 
but needs to proceed with caution. Any form of 
regional cooperation and integration should be 
embraced as the future for individual countries 
lies in collective action. The biggest advantage 
of BRI would be trade facilitation: ESCAP 
research indicates that a one-percent increase 
in the efficiency of border administration and 
transport infrastructure will increase exports by 
1.5 percent and 0.7 percent, respectively. A one-
percent improvement in the quality of ICT on the 
other hand can increase exports by 1.4 percent.

“There is great potential for 
strengthened cooperation 
among GMS countries and 
generation of higher levels 
of intraregional trade and 
investment but it requires 
stronger political will.”

• ASEAN integration has proceeded with the 
ASEAN Economic Community, ATIGA and 
ACIA, which are progressive and comprehensive 
agreements, but implementation is lacking. 
Where is the single market with free movement 
of capital, goods and people? Protected sectors 
such as agriculture, steel and auto production 
are still heavily protected. ASEAN citizens will 
be allowed to work in other countries in the 
group, but work will be limited to jobs in eight 
sectors, including engineering, accountancy 
and tourism. The eight sectors account for only 
1.5 per cent of the total jobs in the region. 

• GMS can spearhead integration through full 
implementation of the Cross-border Transport 
Facilitation Agreement (CBTA). However, free 
movement of people, trucks and goods across 
GMS borders is still far away from the EU 
ideal situation. Only main achievement is in 
the reduction of tariffs on trade in goods but 
NTMs remain rampant. Service liberalization 
under ASEAN contains no commitment to 
address behind-the-border issues, while the 
difference in laws and regulations among 
member countries remains problematic.

• ASEAN agreements should consolidate 
outstanding FTAs and BITs (Bilateral Investment 
Treaties) of individual ASEAN members. Most 
GMS countries have BITS with each other 
which should no longer be necessary given 
the existence of ACIA. Also individual GMS/
ASEAN countries continue to sign FTAs rather 
than in the framework of ASEAN. Why is there 
an ASEAN-India FTA and a Thailand-India FTA? 
Similar for agreements with China, Australia etc. 
RCEP should help consolidate these agreements 
but most likely it will result in another layer of 
confusing commitments and rules of origin.

• Major regional integration frameworks affecting 
GMS involve TPP, RCEP and APEC. TPP is 
dysfunctional without US participation but sets 
new standards for international trade. Japan may 
be new leader. However, TPP divides ASEAN and 
is therefore not a recommendable option for GMS 
countries. APEC has no binding commitments 
and also divides ASEAN. RCEP holds much 
more potential, based on TPP standards, and 
includes all ASEAN/GMS countries but its 
adoption and implementation requires a level 
of political will perhaps not present and risks 
giving China the upper hand as the only super 
power in the region and the new trade hub.
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• The private sector is taking the lead in 
integration through its global and regional 
value chains. However, these chains are being 
consolidated. On the other hand, countries 
such as Thailand and Viet Nam are increasingly 
investing in the region. Countries need 
to pursue active and effective investment 
promotion and facilitation strategies and 
improve the business climate. Countries also 
need to promote regional investment regimes 
in a manner that better balances investor 
rights with host country development needs.

• Countries should exploit complementarities 
based on differences in development level. 
However, ease of doing business in some 
remains very low. Singapore is no. 2, while 
Myanmar is at 170 and Laos is 139 and 
Cambodia is 131 and Viet Nam is 82 and 
Thailand is 46 (out of 190 countries).  Major 
investment in education and R&D is required 
to make GMS countries innovative and more 
technology-oriented. This also includes 
strengthening IPR laws and enforcement. Major 
emphasis should be on addressing SME needs.

• ESCAP can help countries in the areas of trade and 
investment. For instance, Asia-Pacific Research 
and Training Network on Trade (ARTNET) in 
trade, the United Nations Network of Experts 
for Paperless Trade and Transport in Asia and 
the Pacific (UNNExT) in trade facilitation and 
paperless trade, the Asia-Pacific FDI network 
and training courses in FDI. A Handbook on 
Policies, Promotion and Facilitation of FDI 
for Sustainable Development in Asia and 
the Pacific is in the process of being issued.

• GMS countries should join the WTO Trade 
Facilitation Agreement also join and actively 
participate in the implementation of the 
Framework Agreement on Facilitation of Cross-
Border Paperless Trade in Asia and the Pacific. 
This new UN treaty opened to all Asian countries 
involved in the BRI in October 2016. Both 
China and Russia, along with 28 other Asian 
countries, collaborated in its development. 
It provides a dedicated, neutral and highly 
flexible platform for countries at all levels of 
development to work towards next-generation 
trade facilitation measures, building upon 
existing bilateral, subregional as well as global 
trade facilitation initiatives. Becoming a party to 
the Framework Agreement would not only show 
strong political commitment to trade facilitation 
but also provide opportunities for capacity 
building and the development of concrete 
pilot projects, as envisaged in the treaty.

• Business in the GMS and ASEAN should 
embrace principles of responsible business 
practice such as Global Compact, Global 
Reporting Initiative (GRI) and OECD 
Multinational Enterprise Guidelines. Business 
should also be much more outspoken in policy 
advocacy, including through mechanisms such 
as the ESCAP Sustainable Business Network and 
Asia-Pacific Business Forum (APBF). The next 
APBF will be held in Hong Kong in April 2018.
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MICE (Meetings, Incentives, Conventions, 
Exhibitions) is powerful economic driver. It is 
not a part of tourism; its supply chain is larger 
and economic impact is greater. MICE visitor 
creates three-time higher spending than that by 
a normal tourist. Beyond the economic benefits 
of GDP contribution, tax and job creation, MICE 
also creates networking opportunities, enhances 
branding of the destination, and improves 
the industrial skills and knowledge sharing. 

MICE is business oriented. It is recognized as 
platform for business networking, knowledge 
exchange and professional development. MICE 
can also be an export promotion platform. When 
visitors go to exhibitions, they can see new 
products and new ideas. They can also see what 
competitors do. Accordingly, MICE can provide 
investment opportunities because when people 
come to the destinations, they see the real 
products supporting their investment decisions. 
It can also be a global showcase of what a 
destination has to a large number of visitors.  

TCEB is now promoting cities in all regions 
of Thailand. There are five MICE cities in the 
whole the country, including Chiang Mai in the 
North, Khon Kaen in the North East, Pattaya 
in the East, Bangkok, and Phuket in the South. 

With the current GMS cooperation and its focus 
on connectivity and the promotion of the CLMVT 
by the Thai Government, MICE has opportunities 
to promote more meetings and exhibitions. This 
will help draw a soft site connection in the region. 

Another opportunity is that city is empowered by 
the rise of public and private partnership (PPP) 
which allows private sector to be critical partner in 
policy making and budget sharing. For instance, 
Khon Kaen Think Tank (KKTT) is a pioneer and 
exemplary model for other cities in Thailand. Under 
the model, private sector is allowed to share the 
costs of public infrastructure development instead 
of requesting budget from the central government.

These two forces of connectivity and the rise of cities will 
lead to more complex and multi-tiered network which 
will encourage more meetings and city-level activities.

Currently, TCEB has been promoting different events 
and activities, including Chiang Mai Roadshow 
to Shanghai under the Sister city framework, 
Luangprabang-lndochina-Mawlamyine Economic 
Corridor (LIMEC) International Conference, CLMV 
Roadshow, Udon GMS Fabric Expo 2017. In 
general, those activities are somehow even more 
powerful than the central government initiatives 
to the promotion of cooperation at the city level.

“MICE is a powerful 
economic tool and a 
business-oriented platform 
for any destinations to drive 
the economy and promote 
trade and investment.” 
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From today’s discussions, we all have learned much 
from the speakers that the new geo-politics and 
geo-economics happens because of the policy 
changes by the superpowers, such as the American-
first policy and Brexit as well as how they affect the 
GMS countries. These are the risks for us. We have 
done a lot in the Mekong Forum today. However, 
I would like to summarize by making three main 
points capturing key messages from our discussions:

Cooperation:     We should make all the trade agreements 
and transport agreements be implementable, so that 
we can strengthen our collaboration and promote 
the MICE industry to be a platform to stimulate and 
build the networks and lead to more cooperation.

Connectivity: The physical connectivity has been 
well developed in the GMS; however, we need to 
further strengthen the software connectivity, people 
to people connectivity and business connectivity.

Competitiveness: We need to improve our product 
competitiveness. We can do so by integrating 
into the regional value chains and upgrading the 
production to increase the value added of the 
products, such as food technology products and 
organic products. One of the most important 
successful factors is capacity of the people which 
Mekong Institute has been providing to the people 
in the GMS for years. By capacitating the people, 
we can leave the full benefits of liberalization and 
globalization, and minimize the negative effects 
from protectionism, isolationism and mercantilism. 

Once again, I would like to thank the Keynote Speakers, 
Ambassador Datuk Manickam Supperamaniam, Dr. 
Narongchai Akrasanee, and all   Speakers in three sessions:

Session I:
• Ms. Holly Miles 
• Professor Hikari Ishido 
• Professor Xiong Bin 
• Dr. Prabir De and Mr. Sudam Pawar who 

presented on behalf of Dr. Prabir De
• Dr. Soraphol Tulayasathien 

Session II:
• Mr. Min Zar Ni Lin 
• Mr. Zach Center 
• Dr. Kensuke Yamaguchi 
• Dr. Edgard R. Rodriguez 
• Mr. Kunzang N. Tshering 

Session III:
• Dr. Zaw Oo
• Ms. Pimchanok Vonkorporn 
• Mr. Viengsavang Thippavong 
• Dr. Piyaporn Aeimtitiwat 
• Mr. Marc Proksch 
• Dr. Chuta Tharachai 

And, I would like to express my gratitude to all co-organizers, 
including:

• Thailand Convention and Exhibition Bureau 
(TCEB)

• International Institute for Trade and 
Development (ITD)

• Trade Policy and Strategy Office (TPSO), 
Thailand Ministry of Commerce 

• International Development Research Centre of 
Canada (IDRC)

• Global Energy Policy and East Asia Policy 
Alternatives Research Institute (PARI), University 
of Tokyo

• Thai Smile Airways

Last but not the least, I would like to thank my 
Mekong Institute’s colleagues who have done a 
lot of detailed work to make this event successful. 
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Dr. Narongchai Akrasanee
Former Minister of Energy and Minister of Commerce of Thailand

Dr. Narongchai, a Thai 
economist / technocrat, is 
known for his continuous 
involvement in the economic 
development of Thailand 
in many capacities, and in 
ASEAN and APEC affairs.
He had a number of 

appointments in the Thai Government including 
an Advisor to several Thai Prime Ministers, a former 
Minister of Energy and Minister of Commerce, a Senator, 
and a member of the National Legislative Assembly.

He has worked on ASEAN and APEC affairs 
all along, being an initiator of AFTA and the 
APEC Leaders Meeting.  He has also served as 
the Chairman of Steering Committee and Vice 
Chairman of the Council of Mekong Institute.

In the private sector, Dr. Narongchai is on 
the Board of several publicly listed companies 
including MFC Asset Management Plc., Ananda 
Property Development Plc. and the Brooker Group.
In January 2016, he was re-appointed to be an Independent 
Non-executive Director of AIA Group Limited, Hong Kong.
Dr. Narongchai served as a member of the Board 
of many Thai public institutions including the 
National Economic and Social Development 
Board, Board of Investment, Bank of Thailand, 
Securities and Exchange Commission of Thailand 
and the Insurance Commission.  He was also a 
Chairman of the Export-Import Bank of Thailand.
Having graduated with a Ph.D. in Economics from the 
Johns Hopkins University, Dr. Narongchai has a keen 
interest in education and research. He is the founding 
member of Thailand Development Research Institute, 
and is Chairman of Khon Kaen University Council 

Mr. Datuk Manickam Supperamaniam
Former Malaysian Ambassador to the WTO

Mr. Datuk Manickam 
Supperamaniam joined the 
Malaysian Administrative 
and Diplomatic Service 
in 1970 and served the 
Ministry of International 
Trade and Industry for 
a period of 34 years 

in various capacities including Senior Trade 
Commissioner of Malaysia to Hong Kong and 
China, Director, Department of International Trade, 
Deputy Secretary-General (Trade] and Ambassador/
Permanent Representative of Malaysia to the World 
Trade Organization. During the tenure of service, 
he was mainly charged with responsibilities and 
functions relating to the development of national 
trade policy and export development strategy. He 
represented Malaysia at various bilateral, regional 
international conferences which included his 

participation in various senior official meetings as 
well as in Ministerial conferences of ASEAN, APEC, 
UNCTAD and UNESCAP. He was assigned a key role 
in representing Malaysia in various negotiations at 
GATT, WTO, UNCTAD, APEC, ASEAN as well at the 
bilateral level. Since his official retirement from the 
Malaysian Government, he is now actively engaged 
as a resource person/consultant to many workshops, 
and conferences organized by UN Agencies, regional 
and international organizations and think tanks.
Currently, he is a Distinguished Fellow of the Institute 
of Strategic and International Studies, Malaysia 
and Adjunct Professor at the International Islamic 
University Malaysia and the Management and Science 
University Malaysia. Currently he serves as a member 
of the International Advisory Board & Fellow of the 
International Academy of the Belt & Road Initiative 
based in Hong Kong. He is also a Board Member 
of a couple of public listed companies in Malaysia.
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Dr. Soraphol Tulayasathien
Executive Director, Macroeconomic Policy Bureau
Fiscal Policy Office, Ministry of Finance, Thailand

Dr. Soraphol Tulayasathien is 
an expert in macroeconomics, 
public finance, and financial 
risk management. He 
received his Ph.D. and M.A. in 
Economics from the University 

of Michigan; M.S. in Engineering from Stanford University; 
B.S. in Engineering and B.S. in Finance from the University 
of Pennsylvania; and LL.B. from Sukhothai Thammathirat 
Open University. 

He also received Chartered Financial Analyst and Financial 
Risk Manager certificates from USA. Dr. Soraphol has an 
extensive experience in public, private, and academic 
sectors. 

He was a treasury strategist at Siam Commercial 
Bank and a director of the Agriculture Futures 
Exchange of Thailand. He was selected to enroll in 
the Public Sector Executive Development Program 
at the Prime Minister’s Office before joining the 
Ministry of Commerce as a trade negotiator.
Dr. Soraphol is currently the Executive Director at 
Macroeconomic Policy Bureau, Fiscal Policy Office, 
Ministry of Finance and an advisor at the National 
Credit Bureau. He also teaches part-time at 
Thammasat University and NIDA Business School.
In addition to various researches and newspaper 
articles, Dr. Soraphol contributed to a textbook 
on public economics, wrote a pocket book on tax, 
and translated a book on behavioral economics.

Assoc. Prof. Xiong Bin
Faculty of Management and Economics
Kunming University of Science and Technology

Assoc. Prof. Xiong Bin 
is currently the Director 
of HUST-KUST ASEAN 
Study Center and an 
Associate Professor at the 
Faculty of Management 

and Economics at Kunming University of Science 
and Technology, People’s Republic of China. 
Her specialization focuses on regional economic 
development and international economics. 
She has accomplished her Master’s degree in 
International Business and Managerial Economics 
at Chulalongkorn University, Thailand and is in 
the process of accomplishing her Ph.D. in World 
Economics at Yunnan University, Kunming, P.R. China.
Prof. Xiong has accomplished numerous research 

projects that emphasize regional collaboration 
between various stakeholders particularly 
highlighting countries in the Greater Mekong 
Sub-region. She also focused on agricultural 
trade, poverty reduction, and inclusive growth 
and development for her research work. Her most 
recent publications underline trade competitiveness 
and investment analysis. She published the 
book entitled “The Research on the Promotion 
of the Economic Cooperation between Yunnan 
and the GMS countries.” In 2010, she won the 
HongYun Prize for the Excellent Teachers award 
at Kunming University of Science and Technology. 
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Ms. Holly A. Miles
Pickering Fellow, Econ Section
US Embassy, Thailand 

Ms. Holly A. Miles is a 
Pickering Fellow in the 
Economic Section at the 
U.S. Embassy, Bangkok.  
She covers environment, 
science, technology, and 

health issues, along with topics relating to trade 
and investment.  She has also worked at the U.S. 
State Department in Washington, D.C., in the 
Office of Conservation and Water, under the 

Bureau of Oceans and International Environmental 
and Scientific Affairs.  Holly recently graduated 
from the Middlebury Institute of International 
Studies at Monterey, in Monterey, California, with 
a degree in International Environmental Policy 
and a focus on Natural Resource Management.

Prof. Dr. Hikari Ishido
Professor of International Economics 
Chiba University

Hikari Ishido, Ph.D. in 
Economics, is a Professor 
of International Economics 
and Director of the 
APEC Study Center at 
the Faculty of Law and 

Economics, Chiba University. He was born in Niigata 
Prefecture, Japan, in 1969, and graduated from the 
Faculty of Engineering and Faculty of Economics 
at the University of Tokyo (with BA and BSc) and 
the Department of Economics, the University of 
London (with MSc and PhD). He formerly served 
as a Programme Officer at the United Nations 
Development Programme (UNDP) and as a Research 
Fellow at the Institute of Developing Economies (IDE) 
within Japan External Trade Organization (JETRO).

In the context of the Asia Pacific Economic 
Cooperation (APEC), he often represents the country 
of Japan as an expert on formulating the Asia Pacific 
region’s trade and investment regime. He has given 
lectures at various international organizations 
including the United Nations, Economic Research 
Institute for ASEAN and East Asia (ERIA) and the 
Pacific Economic Cooperation Council (PECC). 
He has published various journal articles as well 
as book chapters centering on the theory and 
empirics of international trade and investment.
He serves as Secretariat of the research network 
among Japanese scholars, APEC Study Center 
Japan (ASCJ) (http://ascj.web.fc2.com/).

Dr. Prabir De
ASEAN-India Centre (AIC)
Research and Information System for Developing Countries (RIS), 
New Delhi, India

Dr. Prabir De is a Professor 
at the Research and 
Information System for 
Developing Countries 
(RIS), New Delhi. He is also 

the Coordinator of ASEAN-India Centre (AIC). Dr. 
De works in the field of international economics 
and has research interests in international trade 
and development. He was a Visiting Fellow of the 
Institute of Developing Economies (IDE-JETRO), 
Chiba; Asian Development Bank Institute (ADBI), 
Tokyo; and visiting Senior Fellow of United Nations 

Economic and Social Commission for Asia and 
the Pacific (UNESCAP), Bangkok. He has been 
conducting policy research for the Government 
of India and several international organizations.
Dr. De has a Ph.D. in Economics from the Jadavpur 
University, Kolkata, India. He has contributed 
several research papers in international journals 
and written books on trade and development. His 
recent publication includes “Myanmar’s Integration 
with the World: Challenges and Policy Options” 
(Palgrave Macmillan, 2017). He is also the Editor of 
South Asia Economic Journal, published by Sage.
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Mr. Sudam Pawar
Director, Innovation and Technological Connectivity Department
Mekong Institute

Mr. Sudam Pawar is the 
Director of the Innovation 
and Technological 
Connectivity (ITC),   a 
Program Department of 
Mekong Institute.  Sudam 

is an enthusiastic development professional of 
strategic abilities and  Intellectual rigor with more 
than 20 years of experience in Development 
sector, Management Consultancy, Project 
Management,  Training, and Capacity  Building.
 His key areas of interest are Innovations and 
Technologies in Green Energy, Environment, 
Entrepreneurship, and Sustainable Livelihood. 
He has wide experience in implementing various 
development projects in Africa and India, funded 

by multilateral agencies, governments, and the 
private sector. He established major skills in the 
development of business plans, implementation, 
performance analysis and risk management besides 
superior inter and intrapersonal working relationships 
with stakeholders simultaneously nurturing vast 
networking relational resources. Working in a global 
environment has permitted close familiarity with 
local regulatory and legal frameworks by equipping 
him with a broad vision, allowing flexibility within 
the vertical and horizontal management structures 
provides the highest performance outcomes.
He obtained his B. Tech degree in Agricultural 
Engineering from Mahatma Phule Agricultural University, 
Rahuri of the Maharashtra State, MBA, in International 
Business from  Jadavpur University of Kolkata, India.

SESSION MODERATOR

Dr. Watcharas Leelawath
Executive Director, Mekong Institute

Currently, Dr. Watcharas 
Leelawath is the 
Executive Director of 
Mekong Institute (MI). 
Prior to joining MI, 

he was the Deputy Executive Director of the 
International Institute for Trade and Development 
(ITD) in-charge of planning, supervising and 
conducting research projects, training programs 
and various capacity building activities.
Dr. Leelawath is a trade economist with a strong 
interest in trade and development cooperation 
issues under GMS and ASEAN frameworks. He 
worked as Assistant Professor of Economics 
at the University of Minnesota, Morris, USA 

where he taught International Economics and 
Mathematics for Economists. He has extensive 
research experience in the fields Economic 
Integration as well as International Migration. 
He has written several papers for presentation in 
local and international conferences, has published 
several articles on trade-related topics and has 
co-authored a book entitled “Economics and 
Trade in Goods: An Introduction.” He provided his 
expertise in a number of capacity building activities 
organized by ITD, ADB, UNESCAP, WTO and 
Thailand International Cooperation Agency (TICA).
Dr. Leelawath earned his undergraduate degree 
from Chulalongkorn University and his MA and Ph.D. 
in Economics from the University of Kansas, USA.
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Mr. Min Zar Ni Lin
Senior Technical and Policy Analyst, Center for Economic and Social 
Development (CESD), Myanmar

Mr. Min Zar Ni Lin is an 
economics graduate from 
Chiang Mai University in 
Thailand and currently working 
as a Senior Technical and 
Policy Analyst at the Center 

for Economic and Social Development, a think tank led by 
renowned Myanmar economist, Dr. U Myint. He is also a 
member of Mandalay Regional Government's Small and 
Medium Enterprises (SMEs) development working group. 

He had worked as a Deputy National Coordinator at the 
Myanmar Extractive Industries Transparency Initiative (MEITI) 
National Coordination Office, to facilitate a collaborative 
process with government, private sector and civil society to 
promote transparency and accountability in the extractive 
sector of Myanmar. He has been involved on the EITI 
implementation process in Myanmar since the earlier stage.
His research interest is in the area of SMEs, labour 
migration and remittance, revenue transparency, public 
finance management and natural resource governance.

Mr. Zach Center
Country Manager, Pact, Cambodia

Mr. Zach Center has been 
the Country Manager for 
Pact in Cambodia since 
August 2015, where he 
oversees a portfolio of 
projects focusing on 
systems strengthening 

for improved governance, livelihoods and natural 
resource management outcomes. In his role, Zach 
also oversees elements of the regional Sustainable 
Infrastructure Partnership project, funded by the 
US Department of State, which aims to improve 
coordination of capacity development initiatives in 

support of sustainable infrastructure development 
across the Lower Mekong Sub-region. Previous to his 
work in Cambodia, Zach was based in Washington, 
DC where he worked with multiple NGOs focusing 
primarily on issues around access to finance and 
civil society strengthening in developing countries.
Zach has more than nine years of experience 
working in the international development space, 
and spent more than three years as a Peace 
Corps Volunteer in Chad, Mozambique and 
Liberia. Zach has an MA in International Relations 
from Johns Hopkins School for Advanced 
International Studies (SAIS) in Washington, DC.
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Dr. Kensuke Yamaguchi
Project Assistant Professor 
Policy Research Unit Global Energy Policy and East Asia, 
Policy Alternatives Research Institute (PARI), Tokyo  

Dr. Kensuke Yamaguchi is an 
Assistant Professor in Policy 
Alternatives Research Institute 
(PARI) at the University of 
Tokyo. Before joining PARI, 

he had been a visiting researcher at the Energy Research 
Institute (ERI) at Chualalongkorn University for three years, 
where he managed a joint research project between ERI 

and PARI. He has also been involved with energy policy 
training and advice for Myanmar government officials. 
His work mostly focuses on the political economy of 
energy resources in the Greater Mekong Sub-region.

Mr. Kunzang N. Tshering
Director (Bhutan)
Bay of Bengal Initative for Multi-Sectoral, Technical & Economic 
Cooperation (BIMSTEC) Secretariat, Dhaka, Bangladesh

Mr. Tshering joined 
the Royal Bhutan Civil 
Service in 1983 and 
rendered 33 years of 
continuous service to the 

Government and people of Bhutan as of today. 
He joined as one the Directors in the BIMSTEC 
Secretariat in Dhaka, Bangladesh in March 2016.
Prior to this, he served in various capacities in 
the Royal Government of Bhutan, including 17 
years in the Royal Civil Service Commission, the 
Central Personnel Authority in Bhutan and 11 
years with the Local Governance. He was the 
Chief of Protocol in the Ministry of Foreign Affairs 
of Bhutan, prior to his posting to the BIMSTEC.  
During his tenure as the Chief of Protocol, 
he coordinated and accompanied the 
head of State and Government to a 
number State and Official Visits abroad.
Beside his long and dedicated service to his nation, 
Mr. Tshering had hands-on experience in working 
with UN Systems as an intern at the United Nation's 
headquarters in New York and Geneva respectively 

in 1989. Over the span of 33 years of his active 
service, he received a number of trainings both 
locally and abroad and had been a part of the 
Government delegation to various national and 
international seminars, conferences, and Summits, 
including Non-Alignment, SAARC and BIMSTEC 
Summits and the United Nations General Assembly. 
Recently, Mr. Tshering attended a seminar in the 
National Government Administration in Japan, 
Labor and Employment Statistics in Washington 
D.C, the Executive Seminar on Strategic Planning 
and Information Management at the US National 
Defense Academy, Washington and the Seminar 
on the Regional Security Cooperation at the 
Asia-Pacific Center for Security Studies (APCSS), 
Honolulu in the US Island State of Hawaii.
Mr. Tshering has a Bachelor's Degree in Political 
Science from India and Master's Degree in 
Human Resources Management from the United 
Kingdom.  He is a recipient of the Coronation Silver 
Medal (2008), Bhutan Civil Service Silver Medal 
(2013) and the Civil Service Gold Medal (2014).
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Dr. Edgard R. Rodriguez
Senior Program Specialist, International Development Research 
Center (IDRC)  

Dr. Edgard Rodriguez 
is the lead officer for 
the Myanmar Initiative 
at the International 
Development Research 
Centre (IDRC), a Canadian 

government agency that funds research in 
developing countries.  He is an expert on small-
enterprise development and labour markets in 
Asian and Latin American economies. Before 
joining IDRC, Rodriguez worked for multilateral 
development organizations and the Canadian 
public service. He evaluated small-enterprise 
development programs in Asia and Latin America 

for the World Bank in Washington, DC, and worked 
with the Asian Development Bank (ADB) on lending 
and technical assistance for business development 
in the Philippines and Indonesia. Rodriguez also 
worked on local economic development with the 
Canadian International Development Agency, and 
undertook research on inequality, productivity, 
and investment in Canada at the Department 
of Finance in Ottawa. He regularly lectures on 
evaluation and economic development in local 
universities. Rodriguez holds a PhD in economics 
from the University of Toronto with specialization 
in economic development and labour economics.

SESSION MODERATOR

Ms. Maria Theresa S. Medialdia
Director, Agricultural Development and Commercialization 
Department Mekong Institute

Ms. Maria Theresa S. 
Medialdia is the Director of the 
Agricultural Development and 
Commercialization Department. 

She joined the Institute with more than 20 years of experience 
in development work, research, project management, training, 
and teaching in various disciplines including supply chains and 
marketing, industrial organization, farming systems/sustainable 
agriculture, community development, impact assessment, 
project monitoring and evaluation, and socio-economics.  
Prior to joining MI, she worked as a University Researcher and Affiliate 
Assistant Professor in the University of the Philippines Los Banos 
and was on secondment to the International Rice Research Institute 
and the Philippines Department of Agriculture in some years. 

She has worked in the US, Thailand, Cambodia, Lao PDR, 
Bangladesh, Indonesia and the Philippines as researcher, 
trainer, facilitator, technical adviser, and consultant with various 
international organizations such as the Asian Development 
Bank, Japan International Cooperation Agency, Food and 
Agriculture Organization, German Agency for International 
Cooperation, the European Commission, Canada International 
Development Research Center, and the World Bank.
She obtained her BS degree in Agribusiness from University 
of the Philippines Los Banos, MS degree in Agricultural 
Economics from University of Kentucky, USA, and post-
graduate diploma in Executive Program in Management 
from Maastricht School of Management, The Netherlands.
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Dr. Zaw Oo
Executive Director, Center for Economic and Social Development 
(CESD), Myanmar

Mr. Zaw Oo is the 
Executive Director of the 
Centre for Economic and 
Social Development, an 
independent think-tank 
dedicated to inclusive 

development in Myanmar.  Previously, he was 
a Presidential Economic Advisor from 2012-
2016, representing the principal on several inter-
ministerial committees on fiscal and monetary 
reforms, SME development, land and resource 
governance, public administration and labor 
market reforms, and disaster risk management. In 
2012, Zaw Oo contributed to the Framework of 
Economic and Social Reform, a strategic policy 

framework that guided reforms in Myanmar.
In his capacity as Chairman of Mobile Operator 
Selection Committee from 2015-16, he championed 
liberalization of ICT sector and encouraged 
inclusion through technology.  On the international 
front, he was National Coordinator for Extractive 
Industry Transparency Initiative (EITI) until recently 
and successfully led Myanmar’s membership to the 
international association in 2014.   He also served 
as chief negotiator for Paris Club agreement in 
January 2013, which led to historic decision of 
donor countries in cancelling 60% of Myanmar’s 
debt. He holds graduate degrees from Columbia 
University and American University in development, 
finance and banking, and political economy.

Ms. Pimchanok Vonkorpon
Director General, Trade, Policy and Strategy Office (TPSO), Thailand

Ms. Pimchanok Vonkorpon 
is the Director-General of 
Trade Policy and Strategy 
Office (TPSO) at the 
Ministry of Commerce, 
Thailand.  She is also 
the Spokesperson of the 

Ministry.  TPSO is a Department-level office at the 
Ministry of Commerce that was established in  2015  
and  is  responsible  for  charting  the  country's  trade  
policy  direction  - both internally  and  internationally  
- as  well  as  devising  appropriate  trade  strategy, 
overseeing  trade  data  analysis,  trade  index  
and  indicators  and  coordinating implementation  
steps  and  steering  the  various  Departments  
towards  the  Ministry's common policy goals.
Prior to this, Ms. Pimchanok was Minister (Commercial) 
and Head of Office of Commercial Affairs  at  the  
Royal  Thai  Embassy  to  Belgium  and  Luxembourg  
and  Mission  of Thailand to the European Union.  
She began her career at Ministry of Commerce in 

1990  and  has  been  covering  a  broad  range  of  
issues  from  textile  negotiations, commodity  trade  
(tapioca),  trade  and  environment  and  labour,  
trade  in  services, investment, e-commerce, trade 
in goods, dispute settlement to climate change.  
Her specialized  areas  are  services,  investment,  
trade  and  environment  and  Thailand international 
trade policy.  Her negotiations experiences 
span from multilateral level (WTO), regional 
level (ASEAN and APEC) to bilateral level (FTA).
While posted as Counselor at the Permanent 
Mission of Thailand to the World Trade Organisation 
during 1999-2003 in Geneva, Pimchanok chaired 
the Committee on Specific Commitments under the 
Council for Trade in Services at the WTO (2001/02).  
After her return to the capital, she served as Lead 
Negotiator for Thailand on services in numerous 
FTA negotiations such as EFTA and Australia-New 
Zealand.  She was Deputy  Lead  Negotiator  for  
Services  and  Investment  in  the  Thai-US  and  
Japan- Thailand  FTA  negotiations  and  was  one  of  
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the  Lead  Negotiators  on  Trade  and Sustainable 
Development for the Thai-EU FTA negotiations.
Ms. Pimchanok  received  her  B.C.A. (Bachelor  
of  Commerce  and  Administration)  from Victoria  
University  of  Wellington  in  New  Zealand  
under a  scholarship  from  the  New Zealand 
Government and obtained her M.A. on Public 
Policy from Graduate Institute of  Policy  Studies  
in  Japan  under  the  Monbusho  Scholarship  
from  the  Japanese Government.  She attended 
training courses on Trade Policy at WTO and Good 
Governance in Managing Public Policy at L’Ecole 

Nationale d’Administration (l’ENA) in France under 
a scholarship from WTO and ADB, respectively. 
In 2011, she attended  an  executive  education  
course  at  the  Harvard  Kennedy  School  of 
Government on Global Change for the 21st Century.
Her  published  works  include  Trade  Policy  in  
Thailand:  Pursuing  a  Dual  Track Approach (with  
Pawin  Talerngsri)  in  ASEAN  Economic  Bulletin 
(2005),  Services Negotiations at the WTO (2008)  
and  Improving  Public  Participation  Process  
on International Trade Negotiations (2008).

Mr. Viengsavang Thippavong
Deputy Director-General, Economic Research Institute for Industry 
and Trade (ERIIT), Lao PDR

Mr. Viengsavang Thippavong 
has been working at the 
Economic Research Institute 
for Industry and Trade (ERIIT), 
Ministry of Industry and 
Commerce Lao PDR, for more 

than 10 years. As the Deputy Director General, he is currently 
supervising two divisions: Trade Policy and Industrial Policy 
Research Divisions. The two divisions are an integral part 
of the Institute on trade and industry policy research and 
economic research related to trade and industry issues.
He received his Bachelor of International Trade from 
National Economic University in Vietnam and his Master of 
Development Economics (Advanced) from Queensland 
University, Australia. 

Mr. Thipphavong also completed the advanced course 
on Training of Trainer on International Trade and 
Competitiveness, which was organized by Estey Centre 
in Lao PDR. Mr. Thipphavong completed more than 12 
research papers on trade policy and economic related 
to trade and industry, four of which have been done in 
english. His recent research works are on AID-FOR-TRADE 
in a New Challenge of 2030 Sustainable Development 
Goals, The Impact of Global Value Chain on Lao PDR's 
SME Development, and Cross-Border Impact of Thai SEZs 
on Lao SEZs and Collaboration in the Midst of Regional 
Integration.

Dr. Chuta Tharachai 
Senior Manager 
Domestic MICE Department of the Thailand Convention and 
Exhibition Bureau (TCEB)

Dr. Chuta Tharachai serves 
as the Senior Manager of the 
Domestic MICE Department 
of the Thailand Convention 
and Exhibition Bureau 

(TCEB). From 2009 to the present, she initiates the MICE 
cities project in major Thai cities including Bangkok, 
Pattaya, Chiang Mai, and Phuket. At the same time, she 
works with public and private sector representatives in 
promoting and upgrading MICE cities to meet global 

standards. Prior to TCEB, Ms. Tharachai worked with the 
Tourism Authority of Thailand as Project Coordinator and 
Marketing Officer. Ms. Tharachai has a master’s degree in 
international political economy from Warwick University 
in United Kingdom and received her doctorate degree 
in economics in 2003 from Kyoto University in Japan.
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Dr. Piyaporn Aeimtitiwat
Deputy Executive Director of International Institute For Trade and 
Development (ITD)

Dr. Piyaporn Aeimtitiwat 
received her Ph.D. in Business 
Administration (Strategic 
Management) from Bangkok 
University in a Collaborative 
Program with the University of 

Nebraska-Lincoln, U.S.A. in 2006, an M.B.A. in Marketing from 
Haworth College of Business, Western Michigan University, 
U.S.A. in 1985, and a B.A. in Cost Accounting from Faculty of 
Commerce and Accountancy, Chulalongkorn University in 1983.

She served as a Senior Policy and Plan Analyst of 
Department of Export Promotion under the Ministry of 
Commerce (Thailand), Marketing & Sales Manager of 
Siam Cement (Public) Co. Ltd. and Toshiba (Thailand) Co. 
Ltd., Chief of Analysis and Warning for SMEs in Production 
Sectors at the Office of SMEs Promotion under the 

Ministry of Industry (Thailand), Program Chair of M.B.A. in 
Logistics Management at Christian University of Thailand, 
and Head of Monitoring and Evaluation Division of the 
Policy and Strategy Office at the Thai Red Cross Society 
from 1986 to 2016.

She has also been a part-time lecturer and a guest speaker 
at Assumption University, Bangkok University, Christian 
University of Thailand, and Siam Cement (Public) Co. Ltd.
She is currently a Deputy Executive Director of the 
International Institute for Trade and Development 
under the Ministry of Education (Thailand). Her research 
interests cover the areas of strategic management, 
entrepreneurship, international and small business.
 

Mr. Marc Proksch
Chief of Business and Development Section, Investment and 
Enterprise Development Section, UNESCAP

Mr. Marc Proksch has a 
Master Degres from the Free 
University of Amsterdam in 
political science, international 
relations and of the London 
School of Economics in 

international political economy with specializations 
in foreign investment and international trade.  
After working in the private sector in the UK as a research 
analyst at a management consultancy, he joined the 
United Nations as a permanent staff member in 1990 
working in the areas of industrial development, small 
and medium-sized enterprises, privatization and private 
sector development, industrial finance and promotion 
of foreign direct investment in the Economic and Social 
Commission for Asia and the Pacific (ESCAP) in Bangkok.  

From 2000 until 2010, Mr. Proksch worked in ESCAP’s 
Trade Policy Section of the Trade and Investment 
Division, with particular interest in the multilateral 
trading system and Doha Development Agenda, in 
particular agricultural trade, trade and investment and 
competition policy, intellectual property rights, as well 
as on regional and bilateral trade agreements and 
their relationship with the multilateral trading system.  
Mr. Proksch is currently Chief of the Business and 
Development Section in the Investment and 
Enterprise Development Section and manages the 
work of the Section in the areas of development 
of small and medium-sized enterprises, promotion 
and facilitation of investment for development and 
the promotion of responsible business practices.
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SESSION MODERATOR

Mr. Madhurjya Kumar Dutta   
Director, Trade and Investment Facilitation Department 
Mekong Institute

Mr. Madhurjya Kumar 
Dutta is currently the 
Director of Trade & 
Investment Facilitation 

at Mekong Institute (MI). Prior to joining MI, he 
served as Research Director of Economic Institute 
of Cambodia (EIC) and Adviser of Cambodia 
India Entrepreneurship Development Institute 
(a bilateral project of Governments of India and 
Cambodia). Mr. Dutta has also been recently 
conferred as the Honorary Advisor to the Ministry 
of Labour and Vocational Training, Cambodia 
through a royal degree by the Prime Minister 
and the King of the Kingdom of Cambodia.
Mr. Dutta has over 20 years of experience in private 
sector development in South Asian and South 
East Asian countries. His key areas of interest are 
entrepreneurship, SME development and trade 
facilitation. He has designed and implemented 
several multilateral capacity development projects 
on SME and Trade Facilitation in the GMS 

including the ‘Private Sector Development in the 
East West Economic Corridor (EWEC)’ and ‘SME 
Competitiveness in Southern Economic Corridor’ 
(SEC) funded by Japan; Trade Facilitation Project in 
the North South Economic Corridor (NSEC)’ funded 
by China; ‘Integration of CLMV Economies into AEC’ 
funded by New Zealand, Certified Logistic Master 
Program funded by Republic of Korea among others.
He has also provided consultancy to various agencies 
- UNESCAP, ADB, World Bank, GIZ, UNDP, IFC, ILO, 
USAID, IFAD, OXFAM, World Vision, Chemonics 
International etc. on SME policy development, 
value chain, tourism, investment feasibility, 
green business, private sector innovations etc.
Mr. Dutta earned his Master Degree from Delhi School 
of Economics, University of Delhi and an additional 
Master of Science in Regional Development 
Planning and Management from Technical University 
of Dortmund, Germany. He also holds an advanced 
diploma in regional development planning.




