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Summary of Proceedings 
 
Introduction  
 
1. The GMS Core Agriculture Support Program (CASP) endorsed by the GMS Agriculture 
Ministers’ Meeting in 2007 outlines the key objectives, program components, and indicative 
projects for subregional cooperation to be pursued by the Working Group on Agriculture (WGA) 
between 2006-2010.  A new regional technical assistance RETA 6521: Accelerating the 
Implementation of the CASP was approved in December 2008 for funding in the amount of 
US$2 Million ($0.5 Million from PRC and $1.5 Million from ADB).  An inception meeting was 
held at the FAO Regional Office in Bangkok, Thailand in the afternoon of 5 March 2009 to (i) 
provide better understanding of the RETA and discuss activities, performance targets and 
implementation issues; and (ii) discuss the roles of the Working Group on Agriculture (WGA) 
Secretariat and implementing partners.  
 
2.  The Inception Meeting was attended by senior officials as WGA members and 
respective delegations from the six GMS countries (Cambodia, People’s Republic of China, Lao 
PDR, Myanmar, Thailand, and Viet Nam), and representatives of development partners, 
including ADB, Food and Agriculture Organization (FAO), International Fund for Agricultural 
Development (IFAD),  and the Government of Finland.  A list of participants is in Appendix 1 and 
a copy of the program and agenda is in Appendix 2.       
 
Highlights of the Meeting 
 
Welcome Remarks 
 
3. In his welcome remarks, Mr. He Changchui, Assistant Director General and FAO 
Regional Representative for Asia and the Pacific, noted that the meeting comes at the mid-point 
of implementation of the CASP as a driver for subregional cooperation in agriculture.  He 
congratulated ADB for championing the CASP process in close cooperation with the GMS 
countries and other development partners and stated that CASP is an initiative that deserves 
FAO’s full support.  He recalled the directives of the GMS Leaders at their Third Summit 
concerning rural renewable energy, the expansion of transboundary animal disease control 
programs, and supporting access to agricultural information in rural areas. The new RETA aims 
to give shape to these directives and further strengthen CASP’s ability to address emerging 
global concerns such as food and energy security and climate change. In the face of the 
impacts of the global financial crisis and economic recession, the collective response must be 
swift, and very clearly targeted – drawing upon the wealth of experience of the GMS countries 
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and other partners.  He reiterated FAO’s commitment to continue working with the GMS 
countries and other development partners in accelerating the implementation of the CASP and 
contributing to the collective response to the prevailing crisis, and to the long-term food and 
energy security in the subregion.  
 
4.  Ms. Sununtar Setboonsarng, Senior Agricultural Economist, Agriculture, Environment 
and Natural Resources Division, Southeast Asia Department, ADB, pointed out that the new 
RETA 6521 is a continuation of the ongoing RETA 6324 that is completing in June 2009.  Much 
has been achieved under the ongoing technical assistance and much will be done under the 
new one.  The meeting comes at an opportune time, when agriculture is once again at the 
forefront of the development agenda.  The meeting is expected to discuss the workplan and 
work toward signing MOUs with implementing partners for timely implementation of the new 
RETA. She encouraged everyone’s participation in discussing the implementation components 
and arrangements for the RETA.  
 
RETA 652l: Accelerating the Implementation of CASP  
 
5. Ms. Setboonsarng presented the important milestones achieved under the ongoing 
RETA 6324 Expansion of Subregional Cooperation in Agriculture in the GMS.  These included: 
(i) the establishment of the WGA Secretariat to provide technical backstopping for GMS WGA 
activities; (ii) conduct of key meetings and workshops; (iii) development of the Strategic 
Framework for GMS Cooperation in Agriculture and CASP; and (iv) conduct of studies and 
consultations towards identifying issues, challenges and opportunities on bioenergy 
development in the GMS, including a preliminary assessment of strategies and options for GMS 
RRE development.  RETA 6324 is completing in June 2009 and a new RETA 6521 on 
Accelerating the Implementation of the CASP has been approved for ADB and PRC funding 
amounting to $2 million.  Parallel financing will be provided by FAO ($714,000) and IFAD 
($200,000).  RETA 6521 will support the following components: (i) Biotechnology and Biosafety; 
(ii) Agriculture Information Network Service (AINS); (iii) Rural Renewable Energy Development; 
(iv) Food Security and Cross-border Agricultural Trade and Investment; and (v) Regional 
Cooperation. 
 
6. Component 1 on Biotechnology and Biosafety will help strengthen capacity for policy 
formulation and implementation and regional cooperation on biotechnology and biosafety in the 
GMS; establish a regional information management system for biotechnology and biosafety; 
and enhance capacity in GMS countries to safely apply non-genetically modified biotechnology.  
Component 2 on AINS will help provide up-to-date information on agriculture in the GMS for 
information exchange and promotion of intraregional trade in agriculture by supporting the 
maintenance and operation of the AINS website, widening the AINS network base, and 
providing capacity development for the AINS network. AINS will be linked with FAO’s food 
security monitoring system and the Asian Development Bank Institute’s distance learning and 
ICT program. Component 3 on Rural Renewable Energy Development will support the 
implementation of priority activities under the regional strategic framework on RRE 
development, in-depth studies/assessment and conduct of pilot demonstration and training 
activities, workshops, surveys, seminars, and trainings. Component 4 on Food Security and 
Cross-border Agricultural Trade and Investment will support the development of a food security 
strategic framework for the GMS including strengthening of institutional capacity on food safety 
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and sanitary and phytosanitary standards, and a comprehensive assessment of agricultural 
trade competitiveness in the GMS. Component 5 on Regional Cooperation will support WGA 
meetings, dialogues, consultation workshops, publications, website enhancements, and studies 
on priority CASP areas; capacity strengthening of GMS countries to coordinate and 
communicate on regional issues and concerns; and consultations among GMS countries, 
development partners, and other key stakeholders, and between WGA and other working 
groups such as the Working Group on Environment (WGE).  The RETA budget amounts to $3.1 
million including in-kind contribution from the GMS countries, and implementation period is from 
June 2009 to 2012. A copy of her presentation is in Appendix 3. 
 
 
Feedback from the GMS Country Representatives  
 
7. The GMS countries expressed their appreciation to ADB for putting in place the new 
RETA. 
 
8. PRC recalled earlier WGA meetings that prioritized activities and noted that ADB has 
incorporated those priorities in the new RETA.  On the AINS, he thanked ADB for the efficient 
work and for appropriating money for the purchase of the equipment for the website; PRC has 
also appropriated funds to support the operation of the website.  Regarding the component on 
cross-border trade in relation to food security, PRC would like very much to be involved in 
related studies. 

 
9. Lao PDR suggested for the WGA Secretariat to liaise closely with the GMS National 
Secretariats to ensure that CASP activities are mainstreamed into national programs.  In the 
conduct of studies, WGA Secretariat should advise consultants to refer to completed studies in 
order to complement missing information and avoid repetition.  There is also a need to ensure 
the involvement of key sectors to ensure complementarity and continuity.  Studies should try to 
combine subregional and national issues and interests.  Information component should be 
linked with existing IT systems, and existing systems should be improved.  WGA Secretariat 
should work with national focal points to ensure close and proper coordination and continuity. 

 
10. Cambodia suggested that component no. 4 on cross-border trade and food security 
be done earlier, and that workshops and studies be conducted as soon as possible.  Multimedia 
materials on climate change should be produced much sooner.  Regarding the planned 
recruitment of national consultants, Cambodia suggested that WGA National Coordinator could 
serve as the WGA national consultant to be more effective and responsible for particular 
activities.  Regarding AINS, it is very important but difficult to fully operationalize; equipment and 
other facilities are critical, operational cost is still a big challenge and requested PRC to consider 
this point. 

 
11. Myanmar concurred with earlier comments and noted that on component 1, Myanmar 
is in the process of putting in place a legal framework.  On component 2, an agriculture market 
information system has been established in 1969.  It was suggested that FAO could assist in 
strengthening the agricultural market network service to sustain the project.    

 
12. Thailand noted the need to update the information content of the AINS. 
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13. Viet Nam emphasized the need for subregional cooperation on component 1 on 
biotech/biosafety. Regarding AINS, ADB has taken action on the purchase of equipment, but 
there are difficulties in maintaining and operating the website and linking it to other systems; 
there is need to upgrade website technology and expand information content.  It was suggested 
that before termination of the current RETA, an assessment and evaluation be done by the 
countries and for the WGA Secretariat to send out a simple assessment form for the countries 
to accomplish. 

 
14. Lao PDR noted that regional projects could pose a burden when there is no 
coordinated planning as they take up time and human resources on the part of participating 
countries.  He emphasized the need to plan in advance and coordinate closely with national 
focal points before activities are finalized. 

 
15. FAO appreciated ADB’s efforts in putting in place the new RETA that addresses very 
high priority elements.  FAO is interested to fund under its on-going parallel projects or pipeline 
projects complementary activities for some RETA activities, particularly components 1, 3, and 4.  
He expressed disappointment that while FAO remains highly committed to implement the RRE 
initiative under a joint inter-agency partnership among ADB/IFAD/FAO, ADB has pulled out its 
RETA resources from the RRE component.  He also expressed the hope that ADB would 
reconsider allocating some RETA resources for RRE. (ADB clarified that a new TA will soon be 
prepared for an investment project on RRE.)  FAO expressed readiness to provide parallel 
financing in implementing the biosafety/biotech component and implement activities under 
components 1, 3 and 4. FAO further requested ADB to indicate clearly the amount of resources 
for implementation of components 1, 3 and 4. 

 
16. IFAD expressed continued interest in component 1 to help farmers get higher returns 
on production.  On component 4, IFAD is looking at sustaining growth, particularly in the context 
of domestic consumption, although it is not yet clear how they are to be engaged.  Contract 
farming is a new area for IFAD and it is one area where IFAD plans to allocate more resources.  
IFAD is now doing an analytical study on value chain management and will later determine 
where to continue work.  Looking at how IFAD programs are impacted by climate change, IFAD 
will come up with concrete recommendations and commitments later. In structuring some 
investment financing, IFAD will examine country grants and loans and see how these could be 
dove-tailed with the regional dimensions of CASP.     

 
17. ADB expressed appreciation for the participants’ inputs and enthusiasm to implement 
the RETA earlier than the scheduled workplan.  
  
Role of GMS WGA Secretariat and Development Partners in RETA Implementation  
 
18. The roles of implementing partners including the WGA Secretariat based at ADB, 
FAO, IFAD, and implementing institutions in the GMS countries were discussed, as follows:  
 

ADB : as RETA 6521 Executing Agency and WGA Secretariat will coordinate  
Project activities, provide technical and administrative support, serve as 
the management unit to oversee and monitor overall RETA 
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implementation, and organize WGA meetings in cooperation with host 
GMS countries.  WGA Secretariat will also implement Component 4 
(Food Security and Cross-border Agricultural Trade). 

 
FAO : will implement Component 1 (biotechnology, except the establishment of 

the information gateway and platform), and Component 3 (RRE). 
 
 IFAD : will support further assessment studies under Components 3 (RRE) and 

4 (Food Security and Cross-border Agricultural Trade).  
 

NSTDA: National Science and Technology Development Agency (NSTDA), 
Thailand, will implement selected activities under 
Component 1 (biotechnology). 

 
 FECC : Foreign Economic Cooperation Center of the PRC’s Ministry of 

Agriculture will implement Component 2 (AINS) in collaboration with the 
GMS countries.  

 
19. Other partners such as the Government of Finland, ADBI, and the Exchange and 
Cooperation Consortium for Agricultural Science and Technology in the GMS, will assist by 
facilitating linkage and complementation of related RETA activities with their existing programs. 
New parthers such as the International Trade Center of the World Trade Organization (WTO) 
and United Nations Conference on Trade and Development (UNCTAD) will also be invited to 
coordinate their activities in the GMS through the WGA. 
 
20. Under the new RETA, the WGA Secretariat will be strengthened by having one national 
administrative staff/national consultant in each country to assist in implementing the WGA 
activities.  ADB requested for support from the ministries to provide working space for the WGA 
staff.  Several questions were raised on engaging national consultants and if it would be 
appropriate for WGA National Coordinators to become consultants to implement the WGA 
activities.  Questions were also raised on whether a WGA National Secretariat should be 
established in each country and if so, what would be the most appropriate model, taking into 
account the sustainability consideration.   
 
21. In light of several queries from WGA members and after lengthy discussion, the Meeting 
requested the WGA Secretariat to undertake further elaboration and clarification on the roles of 
the national administrative staff/national consultant by sending the TOR and details of 
administrative and financial arrangements to WGA National Coordinators.  The WGA 
Secretariat was also requested to examine the FAO model on the operations of work teams.  
Further discussion on this issue will be done at the next WGA meeting. 

 
22. A copy of Ms. Setboonsarng’s presentation is in Appendix 4.  
 
 
Open Forum:   
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23. Representative of Finland noted that they have been actively participating in WGA 
meetings.  They can share experience and information particularly on RRE as part of Finland’s 
development policy in the region.  Although Finland will not directly finance RETA activities, they 
will participate in partnership dialogue on energy efficiency and climate change issues in the 
context of Finland’s support for policy and capacity building, pre-feasibility and feasibility studies 
on energy and environment cooperation. 
 
24.  FAO noted that different agencies are involved in the RETA components and suggested 
the need for an institutional mechanism/structure for each component to facilitate coordination. 

 
25. IFAD commented that the idea of decentralization to national secretariats would help in 
strengthening country ownership. 

 
Meeting Agreements and Next Steps  
 
26. Ms. Setboonsarng presented a matrix prepared by the WGA Secretariat, outlining the 
expected outputs, milestone activities, timetable, and delineation of roles of ADB and other 
partners. 
 
27. GMS delegates requested clarification on the definition and role of “country champions” 
as indicated in the matrix.  They suggested that participating organizations be identified instead 
of country champions, and that development partners be identified as responsible lead agencies 
or facilitators, considering that development partner support is critical in the implementation of 
activities.   
 
28. To take the place of the matrix and replace the idea of designating country champions, 
the WGA Secretariat was requested to prepare a detailed work plan with clear indication of 
timelines.   
 
Closing Remarks   
 
29. Ms. Setboonsarng thanked all the participants for their meaningful inputs and 
emphasized the need for closer collaboration on the many urgent tasks ahead.   
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