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Regional Cooperation and Integration

Helping countries work together to address issues that 
transcend borders

Regional cooperation and integration (RCI) plays 
a critical role in accelerating economic growth, 
reducing poverty and economic/income disparity, 
raising productivity and employment, and 
strengthening institutions.

It can improve a poor country’s potential 
for growth by expanding trade and investment 
opportunities, strengthening transport and 
information links, and improving information and 
communication technology. RCI is also essential to 
solutions for protecting the environment.

Integrating regional cooperation  
and integration into the ADB system
ADB’s decades of experience in the region ideally 
positions ADB to serve as a catalyst for RCI, linking 
national and regional priorities. ADB’s Strategy 2020 
highlights RCI as one of five core operational areas.

ADB’s Office of Regional Economic Integration 
(OREI), established in 2005, acts as ADB’s focal point 
for RCI. In 2006, ADB adopted a strategy to guide  
RCI work in support of its overarching goal of  
poverty reduction.

ADB’s RCI strategy rests on four interrelated 
pillars: regional and subregional economic 
cooperation programs on cross-border infrastructure 

“Effective regional cooperation and integration are linchpins for enabling Asia and Pacific countries to address 
common concerns.”

—Jayant Menon, Principal Economist, Office of Regional Economic Integration

Challenge Countries in Asia and the Pacific are growing at different rates and have differing social and economic 
priorities. Although there has been progress in regional cooperation and integration, more is needed to 
better link national with regional priorities so that countries may fully benefit from each other’s strengths and 
overcome mutual problems.

Strategy ADB’s long-term strategic framework (Strategy 2020) makes regional cooperation and integration (RCI) one 
of our five core specializations for achieving our mission to reduce poverty in Asia and the Pacific.

Response  ADB is integrating RCI into our operations by supporting regional and subregional cooperation programs; 
developing cross-border infrastructure; advancing trade and investment; promoting monetary and financial 
initiatives; encouraging cooperation in regional public goods; and mobilizing resources to support RCI.

and related software; trade and investment 
cooperation and integration; monetary and  
financial cooperation and integration; and 
cooperation in regional public goods, such  
as prevention of communicable diseases  
and environmental degradation.

Working to support regional and 
subregional cooperation programs
Greater Mekong Subregion. In 1992, with ADB’s 
assistance, Cambodia, the People’s Republic of 
China (PRC, specifically Yunnan Province and 
Guangxi Zhuang Autonomous Region), Lao People’s 
Democratic Republic (Lao PDR), Myanmar, Thailand, 
and Viet Nam formed the Greater Mekong Subregion 
(GMS) Economic Cooperation Program. As of the end 
of 2009, total projects cost under the GMS Program 
amounted to $11 billion for 44 projects, of which 
$4 billion from ADB, $3.4 billion from government 
counterpart funds, and $3.4 billion from  
cofinancing sources. Close to $220 million 
in technical assistance resources (of which 
$96.7 million provided by ADB) were also mobilized 
focusing on human resource development,  
tourism, environment, transport, energy, trade,  
and investment.

ADB’s Strategy 2020
meeting the needs of Asia 
and the Pacific

Strategic Direction 
•	 Inclusive Economic Growth
•	 Environmentally 

Sustainable Growth 
•	 Regional Integration

Drivers of Change 
•	 Private Sector
•	 Good Governance
•	 Gender Equity
•	 Knowledge Solutions 
•	 Partnerships

Read more at  
www.adb.org/Strategy2020/
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The GMS Program has been one of ADB’s largest 
and most successful programs to date. It has 
contributed to the development of infrastructure 
to enable the development and sharing of the 
resource base, and promote the freer flow of goods 
and people in the subregion. It has also led to 
international recognition of the subregion as a 
growth area. In 2009, ADB’s Independent Evaluation 
Department rated the program “successful.”

Central Asia. ADB is secretariat of the Central Asia 
Regional Economic Cooperation (CAREC) Program. 
CAREC is an alliance of ten countries—Afghanistan, 
Azerbaijan, Kazakhstan, Kyrgyz Republic, Mongolia, 
Pakistan, Tajikistan, Turkmenistan, Uzbekistan, 
and the Xinjiang Uygur Autonomous Region of the 
PRC—and six multilateral institutions. CAREC-related 
investments from 2000 to 2010 amounted to over 
$15 billion, of which ADB provided loans and grants 
totaling $3.9 billion.

CAREC’s investments in regional projects have 
been in the priority areas of transport, energy, and 
trade, with investments in transport and energy 
producing the most tangible benefits thus far. In 
January 2009, for instance, electricity began to flow 
into Kabul, Afghanistan along a newly constructed 
transmission line running from Uzbekistan bringing 
electricity to the capital’s 4 million people for the 
first time in more than a generation.

South Asia. ADB continues to support regional 
cooperation at the subregional level, through the 
South Asia Subregional Economic Cooperation 
(SASEC) program, launched in 2001 to facilitate 
economic cooperation among Bangladesh, Bhutan, 
India, and Nepal.

At the regional level, ADB works through the 
South Asian Association for Regional Cooperation 
(SAARC). At the interregional level, ADB works 
through the Bay of Bengal Initiative for Multi-Sectoral 
Technical and Economic Cooperation (BIMSTEC).

ADB assists SAARC and BIMSTEC with policy and 
sector studies that support the SAARC secretariat 
and BIMSTEC working group in preparing a 
cooperative agenda. Assistance for the SASEC 
program, through the sector working groups and 
country advisors group mechanism, focuses on 
prioritizing and implementing projects and programs 
that have the ability to yield immediate results.

Pacific Region. ADB has approved its new strategy 
for the Pacific, entitled ADB’s Pacific Approach, 
2010–2014. The Pacific Approach provides alignment 

between the region’s Pacific Plan and Strategy 2020. 
It aims to improve the development effectiveness of 
ADB’s operations in the Pacific by concentrating on 
demand and working through the political economy 
in support of change for the better. Operational 
priorities include Transport, ICT, Energy, Urban 
Development, Water and Sanitation, and Education.

Developing cross-border infrastructure
A high priority for ADB is building cross-border 
infrastructure in countries for better connectivity 
within Asia and its subregions. In the GMS, 
enhanced connectivity, along with cooperation in 
transport and trade facilitation, has contributed to an 
eleven-fold increase in intraregional trade since the 
program’s inception in 1992. In CAREC, the Almaty–
Bishkek Regional Road Rehabilitation Project has 
increased traffic volumes by 25%, reduced travel 
times by at least 50%, and helped increase exports 
from the Kyrgyz Republic to Kazakhstan by 160% 
from 1998 to 2007. 

Studies show that cross-border infrastructure 
has benefited participating countries at the 
macro and micro levels. At the macro level, 
cross-border infrastructure has enabled faster 
economic growth and contributed to poverty 
reduction. At the household level, it has helped 
raise household incomes, especially through 
improved access to markets. They also contradict 
the common presumption that the benefits from 
cross-border infrastructure projects occur only, or 
overwhelmingly, in the richer region. ADB is working 
with countries in Central Asia, South Asia, and 
Southeast Asia to produce similar results.

Advancing trade and investment
Intraregional exports in the Asia and Pacific region 
have quadrupled in value since 1990, aided by 
the World Trade Organization (WTO)-led trade 
liberalization process. New trade and investment 
frameworks have also been emerging. ADB 
estimates show 238 bilateral and plurilateral Free 
Trade Agreements either signed or under negotiation 
in Asia by January 2011.

ADB’s role here is primarily of a nonlending 
nature and includes acting as a facilitator in trade 
and investment policy dialogue at regional and 
subregional forums, and supporting capacity 
building. ADB has also played a key role in 
promoting the WTO’s Aid-for-Trade Initiative in the 
Asia and Pacific Region.
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Promoting monetary  
and financial initiatives
ADB continues to support the Association of 
Southeast Asian Nations (ASEAN) and PRC,  
Japan, and Republic of Korea (ASEAN+3)  
Asian Bond Markets Initiative through its 
nonlending services.

We have been assisting the creation of a 
harmonized regulatory framework, a common credit 
guarantee mechanism, and a regional clearing 
and settlement system. ADB is also working with 
the ASEAN Secretariat on the establishment of an 
independent regional surveillance mechanism to 
support the multilateralized Chiang Mai Initiative 
(CMI), a reserve arrangement now totaling 
$120 billion that can provide short-term liquidity  
for members in emergencies.

Encouraging cooperation in regional 
public goods
ADB has encouraged regional cooperation in 
regional public goods on numerous fronts, such 
as prevention of communicable diseases and 
environmental degradation.

Funding for RCI has been gradually shifting from 
supporting cross-border transport infrastructure 
to regional projects producing traditional regional 
public goods. This trend is likely to increase in 
the near future. ADB’s shift is underpinned by the 
increasing importance of energy security and climate 
change issues, as well as the myriad other social and 
environmental issues resulting from faster growth.

An increasing number of ADB regional projects 
are also targeted interventions related to the 
Millennium Development Goals. These include 
projects aimed at controlling the spread of 
communicable diseases, promoting sustainable 
environmental management practices, and 
generating and sharing knowledge resources.

Mobilizing resources to support RCI
In 2007, ADB approved the establishment of 
the Regional Cooperation and Integration Fund 

(RCIF) and the RCI Trust Funds under the Regional 
Cooperation and Integration Financing Partnership 
Facility. The facility helps pool and provide financial 
and knowledge resources to support RCI. 

Under the trust fund component of the facility, 
two funds have been established: (i) the Regional 
Cooperation and Integration Fund (RCIF), which is 
considered a special fund; and (ii) the Investment 
Climate Facilitation Fund (ICFF). Japan made a second 
contribution of $11.4 million to the ICFF in 2009. 

As of March 2011, the RCIF had financed 52 
projects amounting to $47.7 million, while the ICFF 
had financed 17 projects totaling $14.14 million.

In 2008, ADB donors agreed to double the 
amount of highly concessional financing from ADB’s 
Asian Development Fund (ADF)1 to be earmarked for 
regional projects. The earmark was raised from 5% 
to 10%, amounting to SDR0.7 billion,2 or $1.1 billion 
at the time. For every US dollar drawn from the 
funds set aside, countries must match it with $0.50 
from their performance-based allocations (PBA). 

The incentive provided through the earmarked 
ADF allocation has started to show results. From 
2009 to 2012, about $1.07 billion will be funded 
using the ADF set-aside, up from $359.7 million in 
2005–2008. Perhaps more importantly, countries 
are showing willingness to exceed the country 
ownership requirement for the use of the set-aside. 
During 2009–2010, PBA contributions are expected 
to reach $419 million—56% more than the minimum 
required contribution of $269 million.

Going forward. ADB will continue to scale up 
support to help fill the region’s increasing demand 
for RCI initiatives. ADB anticipates increasing both 
the volume of RCI operations and the share of RCI 
in its operations. Strategy 2020 commits ADB to 
progressively raise aggregate public and private 
sector lending for regional and subregional projects 
to at least 30% of its operations by 2020.

Regional cooperation and integration can play 
a key role in accelerating the region’s economic 
development and in fighting poverty.

1 Asian Development Fund is a pool of funds available for ADB lending operations offered at concessional terms to the least 
income countries.

2 SDR = special drawing rights.


