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A Work in Progress

T
he 13th Ministerial Conference
of the Greater Mekong Subre-
gion Economic Cooperation Pro-
gram (GMS Program) is being
held at Vientiane, in the Lao

People’s Democratic Republic (Lao PDR),
from 14 to 16 December 2004.

The GMS includes Cambodia, People’s
Republic of China, Lao PDR, Myanmar,
Thailand, and Viet Nam.

Those attending the conference will
include delegations from GMS countries,
representatives of development partners,
including the Asian Development Bank
(ADB), and international observers.

The main themes of the Development
Partners meeting on 15 December will be
ensuring convergence of development ac-
tivities in the GMS among development
partners; identifying ways to build capac-
ity in the GMS through extended partner-
ships; and promoting greater private sector
participation in the region.

The meeting of ministers the following
day will review progress of subregional
cooperation and examine future program
endeavors. The ministers will hold a dis-
cussion with development partners. The
conference will end with a joint ministe-
rial statement.

Easing Cross-Border Movement
Participants will be shown an ADB video
documentary, Transcending Borders, which
looks at the impact of the East-West
Economic Corridor and at how GMS
countries are addressing the social and
related challenges inevitably associated
with the development of the region, such
as HIV/AIDS.

One highlight of the meeting will be
a signing ceremony on 16 December for
Stage 2 of the operating arrangements of
the Cross-Border Transport Agreement.

O V E R V I E W

Since 1992, the Greater Mekong Subregion Program
has promoted closer economic ties and cooperation
among the countries sharing the Mekong River.
Stakeholders and development partners will meet
again in December to take stock of its progress

This will facilitate the movement of people
and goods between the GMS countries by
streamlining customs and immigration
procedures and other border crossing
arrangements.

 The GMS Program began in 1992
as an ADB initiative to promote closer eco-
nomic ties and cooperation among the coun-
tries sharing the Mekong River.

Covering 2.3 million square kilometers,
or the size of western Europe, the GMS is
home to more than 250 million people. Its
wealth of human and natural resources
makes it a new frontier for economic growth
in Asia.

At the start of the GMS Program, rela-
tions between the countries were still
strained, and trade and other forms of in-
tercountry economic activity were limited.

Peace, however, provided the countries

an opportunity to draw closer together
through a program of subregional economic
cooperation.

Progress was such that, by the first GMS
Summit in Phnom Penh, Cambodia, in
2002, leaders of the GMS countries en-
dorsed the GMS Strategic Framework and
the 11 flagship programs to achieve the
GMS development vision of enhancing
connectivity, increasing competitiveness,
and promoting a sense of community in
the region.

These are the North-South Economic
Corridor, East-West Economic Corridor,
Southern Economic Corridor, Telecommu-
nications Backbone, Regional Power Inter-
connection and Trading Arrangements,
Facilitating Trade and Investment, En-
hancing Private Sector Participation and
Competitiveness, Developing Human Re-
sources and Skills Competencies, Strate-
gic Environment Framework, Flood
Control and Water Resource Management,
and GMS Tourism Development.

This issue of ADB Review looks at the
growing impact of the most advanced of
these projects—the East-West Economic
Corridor. It also looks at how countries are
addressing the challenges associated with
greater connectivity. A feature on the
Phnom Penh Plan for Development Man-
agement shows how targeted capacity
building is working. �

SCREEN SKILLS
Women like Manohay,
many from poor
backgrounds, are
acquiring tourism
expertise at Hue
Tourism School
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What have been the most significant

accomplishments of the GMS Program

since it started in 1992?

A great deal has been achieved. Perhaps the
greatest accomplishment of the GMS Pro-
gram has been the confidence that it has
engendered; confidence in the countries
themselves as well as in the strength of the
community that has emerged. It is this con-
fidence and trust in each other that has
driven the program and brought it to where
it is today.

 Connectivity has also been a key ac-
complishment. Investments in road links,
fiber optic telecommunication backbones,
interconnected power systems, and airports

have paid off. For example, the East-West
Economic Corridor will link Viet Nam
through Lao PDR and Thailand to
Myanmar and all the way to the Andaman
Sea. We have ensured that the negative
social and environmental externalities of
the infrastructure projects have been
addressed and minimized.

Intraregional trade has grown almost 8
times since 1992. Interregional trade is also
beginning to grow as the GMS becomes
more competitive. A sense of community
is clearly discernible. Seventeen invest-
ment projects worth $3.4 billion, and 77
TA projects amounting to $79 million, are
either completed or under way in a diverse
range of sectors and subsectors.

While connectivity is key in bringing
any subregion closer together, we have been
quick to recognize that it must be accom-
panied by investments in easing processes
and building capacity. As a result of our

focus on these aspects, we have been able
to help the GMS countries forge a Cross
Border Transport Agreement. We expect
that this will dramatically boost the flow
of goods, people, and investments across
borders and spur growth. Let me say, by way
of example, that over 50 foreign companies
have already invested in the special eco-
nomic zone on the Lao PDR-Viet Nam
border in the East-West Economic Corridor.
In the energy field, the countries have
signed an intergovernmental agreement on
regional power interconnection and trade.
Buying and selling power in ways that
benefit all will become increasingly easy.
These reforms are transforming a grouping

of previously isolated and command-based
economies into an integrated and competi-
tive market-based subregion.

To help build capacity in the higher
echelons of the GMS governments—capac-
ity that will better lead and manage the
challenging GMS development agenda—
we are implementing the Phnom Penh Plan
for Development Management. It is build-
ing tomorrow’s Mekong leaders today—
it already has over 280 alumni from the
six countries in the first 15 months of its
implementation.

What are the challenges?

There are many, not the least of which are
resources that are badly needed to fund the
large number of programs and projects that
the countries have identified and priori-
tized. Currently, these are conservatively
estimated to cost about $10 billion. We
have to help the countries find the monies

for these projects. I must say that it is very
heartening to see the better-off GMS mem-
ber countries helping their neighbors by fi-
nancing GMS projects beyond their borders.
While this is a beginning, it is not enough.
Both the volume and quality of financial
resources have to be significantly enhanced.
We are working conscientiously on mobi-
lizing partners from outside the region, both
public and private.

A second major challenge is to persuade
the GMS countries to take a regional per-
spective and help them harmonize their na-
tional priorities with regional priorities.
They need to be convinced that what is
good for the region is also good for them
individually, and that regional and national
prosperity are not mutually exclusive.
Thinking regionally but investing nation-
ally makes eminently good sense.

The final but most important challenge
is that of eliminating poverty. There are

COOPERATION PAYS, CON

Confidence and trust are key ingredients of success-
ful regional cooperation, says Rajat M. Nag, Director
General of ADB’s Mekong Department. He spoke
with Tsukasa Maekawa, ADB Principal External
Relations Specialist, on the Greater Mekong
Subregion (GMS) Program of Economic Cooperation

Subregional Cooperation Benefits All Parties
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about 50 million people still living in pov-
erty in the GMS, including a large number
of ethnic minorities. The Millennium De-
velopment Goals require that this be
halved by 2015. This is perhaps the most
difficult challenge and we are constantly
exploring better ways to address it.

How are you dealing with the economic

gap between the GMS countries?

The critical rationale for the GMS Program
is to ensure that no country is left behind.
Each country must benefit from the Pro-
gram and we have to assist the smaller coun-
tries to catch up. Though we are promoting
economic growth and development in all

the countries involved, we have been plac-
ing greater emphasis on supporting the rela-
tively less developed countries.

How do you view the role of the GMS

Program in regional efforts towards

integration?

I think the GMS Program is unique in sev-
eral ways. It has brought together war-torn
countries through an informal dialogue
mechanism that has evolved into a mar-
ket-driven economic cooperation initiative.
It has shown that subregional cooperation
can work to the benefit of all concerned.

We acknowledge the growing trend to-
wards economic integration in Asia. The
GMS Program is playing an active and
complementary role in this process. Be-
cause of its strategic location, connectivity
between GMS countries is also linking it
to the region as a whole.

Environmentalists argue that the devel-

opment of infrastructure such as roads

and dams may damage the Mekong river

of the Environment that I hope will pro-
mote more informed decision-making on
environmental issues in the GMS.

What is the role of NGOs in the GMS

Program?

NGOs play a very important role in shap-
ing the GMS Program. I consider the in-
volvement of NGOs and civil society as
critical to ensure that relevant issues are
brought to the table, that affected people
have a forum in which they talk about
projects, and that dialogue takes place
sooner rather than later.

What are the major agenda items of

the Ministerial Meeting in the Lao PDR

taking place in December 2004?

I believe we are moving towards a crucial
phase of the GMS program where we need
to bring in more resources, both intellec-
tual and financial, through greater involve-
ment of our development partners and the
private sector. The Vientiane meeting will
be critical in pursuing this objective.

I also believe that this Ministerial Meet-
ing will seek to accelerate the Program and
demand greater results. One of its key out-
puts will be a medium-term action plan for
the Program with greater focus on critical
result areas.

What do you see happening in the GMS

in the next decade?

I think that greater connectivity and com-
petitiveness over the next 10 years will dra-
matically alter the socioeconomic face of
the GMS. It will be a more vibrant and dy-
namic subregion that will serve as a land
bridge between the rapidly growing econo-
mies of South and East Asia. The incidence
of poverty is likely to fall sharply, and I am
very hopeful that we will see the emergence
of a true community of nations in the GMS.

What are your main messages?

There are two messages that I believe de-
rive from the GMS program. One clearly is
that “Cooperation pays, conflict doesn’t.”
The GMS has been witness to one of the
most remarkable turnarounds in recent
times—from conflict to peace, and growth.
The other is that confidence and trust are
key ingredients of successful regional co-
operation. If this paradigm needed proving,
the GMS countries have given us the evi-
dence. There is no turning back now. �

ecological system. How do you respond

to that argument?

I think these concerns are valid and we
share them. We have to be very sensitive to
the environmental impacts of infrastruc-
ture development, and I believe we are. Ac-
tually, one of the earliest working groups to
be set up under the Program was the Work-
ing Group on Environment in 1995. All of
our projects are thoroughly screened for
environmental impacts and mitigation
measures. The Strategic Environmental
Framework is enabling the GMS govern-
ments to better monitor the environmen-
tal hot spots in the subregion. As you know,
we have recently published the GMS Atlas

I N T E R V I E W
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The GMS has been witness
to one of the most remarkable
turnarounds in recent times—from
conflict to peace, and growth

“
Rajat M. Nag

Director General, Mekong Department

“

NFLICT DOESN’T
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LAO BAO, VIET NAM

M
ore than 50 foreign
firms have set up in a
special export zone
established by the
Government of Viet

Nam at Lao Bao, near the Lao People’s
Democratic Republic (Lao PDR) border at
Lao Bao-Dansavanh.

Over the border, one of the Lao PDR’s
biggest foreign investors, the Australian gold
and copper producer, Oxiana, is extracting
gold and expects next year to begin produc-
ing copper, which will be exported to major
Asian markets. A Vietnamese telecoms
company is already planning to set up a
factory near Oxiana to access its copper
cathodes.

Foreign investments in the Lao Bao
commercial area have so far created more
than 1,000 jobs in one of Viet Nam’s less-
developed regions, where 1 in 10 people is
from an ethnic minority.

The increased presence of investors in
the area owes much to progress on the East-
West Economic Corridor, which the Lao
PDR and Viet Nam are turning into an
all-weather highway with assistance from
funding agencies including the Asian
Development Bank (ADB) and the Gov-
ernment of Japan.

The 1,500-kilometer road link between
the Andaman Sea in the west and Viet
Nam’s east coast via Thailand and the Lao
PDR is the most advanced of several
planned corridors crisscrossing the Greater
Mekong Subregion (GMS).

Sense of Community
This greater connectivity—along with
planned electricity and telecoms net-
works—is transforming the GMS into a
more integrated and competitive economic
grouping as well as building a sense of
community.

“The GMS is a community with shared
interests and challenges, and is fast devel-
oping as a competitive place to do business

READY FOR BUSINESS

as well as a regional tourist destination,”
says Rajat Nag, Director General of ADB’s
Mekong Department.

The GMS Economic Cooperation Pro-
gram (GMS Program), which was launched
with ADB assistance in 1992, can view the
future with a confidence built on demon-
strable progress as it holds its 13th Ministe-
rial Conference in the Lao PDR capital,
Vientiane, from 14 to 16 December 2004.

After a decade of discussions and plan-
ning, the implementation of the GMS
Program is gathering momentum, especially
with the private sector taking a more active
role.

It is no coincidence that international
business representatives are increasingly
visiting the border area between Viet Nam
and the Lao PDR now that this once iso-
lated region is becoming more accessible
to markets and ports.

An innovative one-stop customs proce-
dure is expected to be operating for the first
time at the Dansavanh-Lao Bao border at

the end of March 2005. This new stream-
lined procedure—designed to cut waiting
time at border checkpoints from several
hours to 30 minutes—will be gradually
introduced at other GMS borders.

Growth Area for Investment
A new growth area for investment is
expected to develop with the opening of
a new bridge over the Mekong between
Savannakhet in the Lao PDR and
Mukdahan in Thailand in 2006.

As the Lao PDR widens the door for
foreign investors, the Vice-Governor of
Savannakhet believes the new bridge, the

Foreign firms are already operating in growth areas opened up by an economic
corridor traversing the Greater Mekong Subregion—more growth is expected

KHON KAEN
Fishing net
factory

SAVANNAKHET
Upgraded
airport

MUKDAHAN
Indochina
market
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East-West Economic Corridor, and an
upgraded airport, will pave the way for
the industrialization of the province—
and even the country.

As the corridor facilitates increased
trade and investment, the door is opening
too for an expansion of the tourism
industry.

In Viet Nam, the East-West Economic
Corridor is helping bring more local and
international visitors to new ecotourism
spots, historical sites along the Ho Chi
Minh Trail, and cultural centers, such as
Hue and Hoi An (see story, p. 18). The pace
of tourism growth in the central region
already surpasses the national average.

The benefits notwithstanding, the

GMS countries are also taking steps to
counter the risks of greater connectivity,
such as the spread of HIV/AIDS, which
is becoming increasingly prevalent in
border areas where there is increased move-
ment of migrant laborers.

Among the countries worst affected
by the upsurge in HIV/AIDS, Cambodia
is conducting a preventive campaign that
has already reined in HIV/AIDS infection
rates among sex workers (see story, p. 20).

Around the porous mountain borders
between the People’s Republic of China
and Myanmar, an innovative radio drama
series in the Kachin language is warning
ethnic minorities of the dangers of HIV/
AIDS, drug abuse, and human trafficking.

“The Last Frontier”
Often dubbed Asia’s “last frontier,” the
GMS’s environment is still relatively un-
spoiled, but countries are becoming more
aware that a regional approach can be the
most effective way to address common prob-
lems. For example, international agencies,
such as the Mekong River Commission,
advocate a collaborative, basin-wide ap-
proach to managing common resources,
such as the Mekong River and its reservoir,
the Tonle Sap.

 Today, the GMS is markedly more “to-
gether” than it was in 1992. Within a de-
cade, the intraregional share of total trade
more than doubled: from 5.7% to 12.6%.
More importantly, this has been accompa-
nied by a significant drop in poverty.

As subregional links strengthen in agri-
culture, infrastructure, industry, tourism,
trade and investment, and social develop-
ment and the environment, the GMS ini-
tiative is enabling the pace of intraregional
business to accelerate. �

As subregional links strengthen in agriculture, infrastruc-
ture, industry, tourism, trade and investment, and social
development and the environment, the GMS initiative is
enabling the pace of intraregional business to accelerate

E C O N O M I C  P R O G R E S S

MEKONG RIVER
A new bridge
by 2006

DA NANG
Rehabilitated
port

HO CHI MINH TRAIL
Historic tank

HUE Tourists at the Citadel
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KHANTHABULY, LAO PDR

T
he ferry ride across the Mekong
River from Mukdahan to
Khanthabuly may be a pictur-
esque experience for tourists,
but it can be an expensive and

time-consuming ordeal for regular
commuters.

A one-way ticket costs 50 baht (about
$1.21)—more than a day’s income for
many Lao—and there are porterage fees for
traders and travelers with baggage.

The journey takes only 15 minutes, but
queuing and immigration procedures on
both sides can easily add an hour. Latecom-
ers may have to stand on a boat jam-packed
with people and goods.

Disembarking at Khanthabuly, capital
of Savannakhet, is like stepping back in
time. Its charming ochre French buildings
and ambulatory pace of life evoke a bygone
era.

However, the pace of change is expected
to accelerate with the completion of a new
bridge over the Mekong River in 2006.

The $75 million bridge—plus an up-
graded airport and improved highway—is
expected to bring major changes to the town
and the province.

The infrastructure projects are all
part of the Greater Mekong Subregion
(GMS) Economic Cooperation Program
backed by the Asian Development Bank
(ADB), the Government of Japan, and other

funding agencies.
The bridge, a joint undertaking of the

Lao People’s Democratic Republic (Lao
PDR) and Thailand, is being financed by
the Japan Bank for International Coop-
eration. The Savannakhet airport, which
may be upgraded to handle international
flights, is planned to be shared by the Lao
PDR and Thailand. The airport will
strengthen regional air and tourism links.
The East-West Economic Corridor is being
rehabilitated with assistance from ADB
and Japan.

The vision of Savannakhet’s Vice-
Governor, Soukaseum Bodhisane, is that
better transport links will bring investors
“to lay the basis for the industrialization

BRIDGE TO MORE TRADE
New infrastructure may pave the way for the industrialization of the Lao PDR’s
most populous province—and better lives for many of its residents

CASTING WIDER This fishing
net factory at Khon Kaen,
Thailand, aims to increase
sales to neighboring countries
through the East-West
Economic Corridor
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of the country.”
Savannakhet, the Lao PDR’s most popu-

lous province with 15% of the total popu-
lation, is already achieving economic growth
1–2% faster than the national rate of 6%.
The new infrastructure, predicts the Vice-
Governor, will “create new opportunities
for social and economic development. It
will enable people to obtain jobs and de-
velop new skills and also bring more ser-
vices, such as electricity and piped water
and telephones.”

Expanding Markets
For the small but growing number of Lao
PDR entrepreneurs, the chance of ex-
panded markets is clearly welcome.

Lahasin Indigo is a Savannakhet-based
weaver that uses natural dyes and home-
grown cotton to make high-quality fabrics
for export to Japan in collaboration with
Japanese designers. It recently started ex-
porting to Australia.

“If more tourists and businessmen came
here, it could open up more export opportu-
nities for us and we could provide more jobs,”
says quality controller Keokaenta Phavisith.

Most weavers are young women for
whom the job means a change from the
traditional role of helping out on the fam-
ily farm. Chanhom, who cannot read or
write, left her village 35 kilometers away
to join the enterprise only a few months
ago. She now lives on the premises and
loves her new circumstances.

“I have friends here, and I can earn
330,000 kip (about $30.41 a month),” she
says shyly from behind a spinning wheel.

Across the river, traders at the bustling
Indochina market in Mukdahan expect a
boom once the bridge is open.

The hardware stall of Saulathin
Sirimoukdamethakoun, an ethnic Viet-
namese of Thai nationality, mirrors the
entrepreneurial spirit of the GMS. He is
selling sturdy aluminum pots and pans
made in Viet Nam, which he says are
cheaper than the slimmer and more elegant
Thai hardware.

Pointing to a nearby loading dock, where
porters are throwing boxes and cartons onto
waiting boats, he complains that some of
his goods arrive with dents. “When the
bridge is open, I’ll go across and choose the
pots and pans myself.”

Toys and ceramics are among the items
making their way to Mukdahan from the

People’s Republic of China (PRC).
At the Indochina Toyshop, Haruetai

Chanit says Chinese toys are more popular
even though there’s not that much differ-
ence in price between Chinese and other
toys.

“Thais like to buy Chinese toys because
they’re new and different,” she says.

Farther inland on the East-West Eco-
nomic Corridor, the business community
of Khon Kaen—gateway to Thailand’s
northeast—is gearing up for new opportu-
nities on the eastern front.

Exploring Possibilities
The Chairman of the Khon Kaen Chamber
of Commerce, Prayoon Angsanant, says a
delegation just returned from a trade fair in
Kunming, capital of the PRC’s Yunnan
Province, to explore trade possibilities.
They were delighted to find a warm wel-
come for their fish sauce and dried shrimp.

“With the East-West Economic Corri-
dor and other infrastructure opening up
markets in the PRC, Lao PDR, and Viet
Nam, Khon Kaen wants to be the logistical
supply center for the region, which is a
gateway to the northeast and east,” says
Mr. Prayoon. The reduced transport costs
will make us more competitive.”

One of the city’s main exports is fishing
nets. A nearby factory, Khon Kaen Fishing
Net Factory Co., produces and exports high-
quality nets. The company plans to expand
main markets in Cambodia, Myanmar, and
Viet Nam, says Vinai Sereeyothin, human
resources manager.

“We need a lot of skilled people. So if
everything opens up, I hope we can bring
some Lao people here, give them training,
and hire them,” he says.

Such cross-border movement of people
as well as goods is expected to increase dra-
matically within the next decade. �

Better transport
links will bring investors
to lay the basis for
the industrialization
of the country

“
“

Savannakhet’s Vice-Governor,

Soukaseum Bodhisane

MEKONG BRIDGE This second international
bridge is due to open in 2006

POTS AND PANS Saulathin, a seller in the
Indochina market, expects a boom

HEAVY LIFTING The bridge will lessen
dependence on ferries

I N F R A S T R U C T U R E
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VILABOULY DISTRICT, LAO PDR

A
fter traveling almost the
breadth of the Lao People’s
Democratic Republic (Lao
PDR) on a newly upgraded
highway, the trucks turn off

and continue another 45 kilometers on a
dirt road to carry equipment and supplies
deep into the jungle. This is an area rav-
aged by war some 3 decades ago.

These trucks, and their cargo, are help-
ing sustain one of the country’s largest for-
eign investment projects, an Australian
gold and copper mining venture, and its
3,000 workers, many of whom are involved
in construction.

Before the narrow and dilapidated
Road 9—described as a “moon surface” by
a long-time resident—was transformed
into an all-weather highway, it could take
up to 3 days to drive from the capital of
Vientiane to Vilabouly. Now the journey
can be completed in 9 hours.

Since the late-1980s, the Government
of the Lao PDR has been opening up to
foreign investors in the transition from a
planned to a market economy. But the lack
of paved roads—and other key infrastruc-
ture, such as bridges and airports—has been
a major constraint for foreign investors seek-
ing to set up shop here.

Now all this is changing. The refur-
bished highway is a key part of the East-
West Economic Corridor that traverses the
Lao PDR from Thailand and Myanmar in
the west to Viet Nam in the east. It makes
it far easier for companies, foreign and do-
mestic, to bring in imports and take out
exports.

Within the next 2 years, a new bridge
over the Mekong River at the Thai border
and a tunnel through the Hai Van moun-
tain in Viet Nam will also give exporters in
the Lao PDR better access to markets and
ports in neighboring countries. In addition,
an upgraded airport at Savannakhet, in the
Lao PDR, could strengthen regional air
links.

Important Land Bridge
Importantly, all this new infrastructure,

Accelerating infrastructure development in the
Lao PDR is enabling local communities to tap
benefits from increased foreign investment

much of it financed by international devel-
opment agencies, including the Asian De-
velopment Bank (ADB), will also develop
the Lao PDR as a land bridge between Viet
Nam on one side and Thailand, Myanmar,
and India on the other.

Foreign investors looking at the Lao
PDR are closely monitoring the experience
of the Melbourne-based metals producer,
Oxiana (known locally as Lane Xang Min-
erals).

For its part, the Government of the Lao
PDR views it as a “win-win” project. The
Government expects to earn about $15
million a year in taxes and royalties, a sig-
nificant proportion of its annual budget,
once the Oxiana mine is in full production.

Oxiana, on the other hand, “needed to
produce gold to finance the more compli-
cated and expensive copper development,
and all has gone according to plan,” says

ROADS TO R

DYEING TRADE Learning skills under a
community program
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Oxiana’s schedule is on track. Its gold
mine was established in world-class time
and, beginning production in 2002, the
company produced 166,000 ounces of gold
during its first year. It expects to start cop-
per production in 2005 and raise profit for
the year to more than A$60 million (from
A$8 million in 2004).

Underpinning the showcase operation
is the transport infrastructure. “The new
corridor is critical to our business,” Mr.
Hooper disclosed. “We bring in very large
loads that would have been difficult with-
out the improved infrastructure that’s gone
in over the past couple of years.”

Getting Rid of Bottlenecks
Moreover, once Oxiana starts exporting cop-
per to its major Asian markets—such as the
People’s Republic of China, India, and Ja-
pan—it will need ready access to ports. By
the time it reaches annual production of
60,000 tons in 2006, major bottlenecks to
ports in Thailand and Viet Nam will have
been eased with a new bridge across the
Mekong at Savannakhet and a tunnel
through the Hai Van Pass near Da Nang.

Benefits are also spilling over to the lo-
cal community. Lao form 85% of Oxiana’s
workforce and, working as drivers, electri-
cians, or maintenance personnel, many are
developing the skills and confidence to start
their own small businesses, says Mr.
Hooper.

A community program sponsored by the
company includes helping farmers diver-
sify away from unsustainable slash-and-
burn agriculture toward cash crops and
mulberry trees to support a fledgling silk
industry.

Another program has trained 72 women
in 10 villages in the art of weaving and dye-
ing. Currently, their products are sent via
the East-West Economic Corridor to be sold
in Vientiane and Savannakhet.

In nearby Phonsaat village, Na, a white-
haired woman in her 60s, is working a simple
weaving machine beneath her wooden
house. She says she earns 300,000 kip (about
$27.57) a month.

“I’m too old to work in the fields, and
the money helps provide food and school
materials for the grandchildren,” she says.

Clearly, new infrastructure, such as the
East-West Economic Corridor, is already
helping foreign investors and domestic
cottage industries alike. �

Russell Hooper, the company’s gold produc-
tion manager. “Lots of visitors come to see
us as a demonstration project.”

Some are doing more than that. Farther
north, another Australian company has
started a similar copper and gold venture.
In Sepon District, a Viet Nam telecoms
company aims to set up a factory near
Oxiana to source copper and reap locational
advantages.

EXPORT EARNER A rehabilitated road is
a boon for foreign investors like this
Australian mining venture deep in the
Lao jungle (left and below)

I N F R A S T R U C T U R E

RICHES

“

“

Russell Hooper,

Oxiana Gold Production Manager

The new corridor
is critical to our
business. We bring in
very large loads that
would have been
difficult without the
improved infrastructure
that’s gone in over the
past couple of years
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QUANG TRI PROVINCE, VIET NAM

T
he Bru villagers gather around
the clearing in Sand village to
watch a traditional sacrifice
ritual. A man kneels and chants,
calling upon the spirits to

smile upon the visitors, the harvest, and the
children.

Behind him, another man beats a gong
in rhythm to the invocation. In front is a
tray bearing the offering—a chicken, usu-
ally slaughtered during the ritual, but on
this occasion mercifully killed beforehand.

After the ceremony, village elders offer
lao lao (rice wine) to the visitors.

Some 27 kilometers away, up a winding
mountain road, a more modern ritual is tak-
ing place in a large, newly built factory at
the Lao Bao Commercial Area. Amid the
whirr and hum of machines, white-masked
workers, many from nearby villages, form a
production line turning out tires and tubes
for motorbikes. The Thai managing direc-
tor offers visitors tea.

The two worlds—the ethnic minority
village and the industrial plant—are being
brought closer together by the East-West
Economic Corridor, an ambitious upgrad-
ing project that is nearing completion.

The East-West Economic Corridor
stretches coast to coast from Mawlamyine
to Da Nang, linking Myanmar, Thailand,
the Lao People’s Democratic Republic
(Lao PDR), and Viet Nam. It is a flagship
project of the Greater Mekong Subregion
(GMS) Economic Cooperation Program
being promoted by the Asian Development
Bank (ADB) in partnership with govern-
ments and other international develop-
ment agencies.

With streamlined border procedures to
ease the flow of people and goods, the Cor-
ridor is bringing trade, investment, and tour-
ism to some very poor regions.

At the Lao PDR-Viet Nam border check-
point between Dansavanh and Lao Bao,

LINKING TWO W

Special economic zones
are bringing foreign-
backed factories that
provide jobs for the
poor, including ethnic
minorities, in remote areas

officials processing a line of trucks say they
are preparing to implement a one-stop cus-
toms procedure that will reduce waiting
time from several hours to 30 minutes.

The expected influx of entrepreneurs
and tourists should translate into more jobs
and other opportunities for the Bru and the
200 other ethnic minorities of the GMS,
who mainly live in mountain areas, includ-
ing the ranges that straddle the Lao PDR
and Viet Nam  and extend into the People’s
Republic of China.

Sorely Needed Opportunities
Such opportunities are sorely needed in
the remoter areas of Viet Nam’s Central
Region, which lack basic amenities, like
safe water and electricity, as well as access
to social services, including education and
health care. Most children under 5 years old
are underweight.

In Sand village, children and their par-
ents come out of their wooden stilt-houses
to gaze in curiosity at the foreign visitor,
who is still an unusual sight in these parts.
In one corner, women are pounding grain
with wooden clubs. An elderly woman sits
smoking a pipe beside the rattan basket she
uses to carry firewood on her back. A teen-
age girl climbs some steps while carrying
an infant wrapped in a shawl behind her. In
the river below the village, men fish while
children play naked in the cool waters.

“People here like the tourists very much.
The tourists not only bring joy and excite-
ment in the village, but also more under-
standing of the outside world,” comments
Ho Van Choang, a community leader and a
member of the ethnic minorities commit-
tee for Quang Tri Province.

Mr. Choang says the Bru, like other eth-
nic minorities, welcome the greater access
to social services and job opportunities that
the road is bringing, but are also anxious

OPENING UP A revamped road is bringing
the world to a Bru village (above and
below)—and jobs to a nearby export zone
(above right)
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to preserve their unique culture and tradi-
tions. The Bru are known for their folk
singing and their music with drums, casta-
nets, and gongs as well as wind and stringed
instruments.

He believes that tourist interest in Bru
culture would help revive some traditional
arts.

Up the road, the tire and tube plant is
one of several foreign investment projects
filling up the Lao Bao Commercial Area,
which was set up near the Lao PDR border
by the Government of Viet Nam in late
1998.

Free Trade Push
“We have more than 50 small- and medium-
sized enterprises operating now—20 manu-
facturers and 30 in trade and services—and
we want to attract more,” says Nguyen Huy,
Deputy Chief of the commercial area.
“With work nearing completion on the
East-West Economic Corridor and the new
bridge over the Mekong at Savannakhet,

People here like the tourists very
much. The tourists not only bring joy and
excitement in the village, but also more
understanding of the outside world

fish boys

we want to draw investors and tourists. It is
a high priority to develop our free trade
area.”

An important goal is to improve the so-
cioeconomic conditions for the local people,
including the Bru and other ethnic minori-
ties who make up 10% of the population of
33,000, says Mr. Huy.

The commercial area has brought wa-
ter, electricity, and transport services for the
first time. During the past 3 years, it has
also created more than 1,000 jobs for local
people.

Foreign investors are using local raw
materials, says Mr. Huy, citing one enter-
prise that is producing cassava flour and
another that is processing coffee.

The foreign companies are also provid-
ing training, and some have sent staff to
Thailand’s and Viet Nam’s big cities to im-
prove their skills.

The upgraded Corridor will provide for-
eign companies more markets in the Lao
PDR and Viet Nam as well as an export
seaport in Da Nang, says Phornchai
Chiravinijnandh, managing director of
Camel Rubber (Vietnam) Co. Ltd. The tire
plant is the Thai company’s first overseas
manufacturing venture.

The Lao Bao venture, however, is not
without its teething problems, Mr.
Chiravinijnandh disclosed. He is still try-
ing to source rubber from the local market.

“There are still many regulations and pro-
cedures that have to be made easier and
faster for investors,” he commented.

Nonetheless, the company plans to ex-
pand production from motorbike tires to
truck tires. This would mean increasing a
workforce that includes 130 Vietnamese
and 15 Thais.

Despite its drawbacks, the Lao Bao
Commercial Area is developing according
to expectations. The Government is tak-
ing steps to attract foreign investors in other
parts of the country and form partnerships
with local businesses.

Clearly, improved physical infrastruc-
ture and easier cross-border procedures are
already providing incentives for business-
people—and jobs for the poor. �

“ “

GOOD CATCH A job at a tire factory (above)
will be the kind of opportunity within reach
of Bru youngsters (below)

I N F R A S T R U C T U R E

Ho Van Choang, ethnic minority community leader

WORLDS
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DA NANG, VIET NAM

F
rom the 17th century, the port of
Hoi An—just 30 kilometers
(km) south of Da Nang—
enjoyed preeminence with
Dutch, Portuguese, Chinese,

and Japanese traders because of its location.
Today, Da Nang’s star is also rising be-

cause of its location—only this time, much
of the impetus is coming from inland. The
port’s position at the eastern end of the East-
West Economic Corridor—which links Viet
Nam to the Lao People’s Democratic
Republic (Lao PDR), Thailand, and
Myanmar—means its stature will grow with
the increasing economic integration of the
Greater Mekong Subregion (GMS).

According to the port’s Vice-Director,
Nguyen Xuan Dung, “We are enhancing
our infrastructure and hope that in the
year 2006, when most of the East-West
Economic Corridor project is completed,
we can boost tourism and increase trade
with our neighbors, particularly Thailand
and the Lao PDR as well as our own
Central Region.”

Tunnel to Opportunity
A major component of the East-West Eco-
nomic Corridor that will help accelerate
growth is the $200 million Hai Van tunnel

PORT’S
STAR
RISES

With increased economic
integration in the
Greater Mekong

Subregion, the port of
Da Nang is growing

in importance as a
modern trading hub

through a mountain north of Da Nang. The
mountain stands on the section of the East-
West Economic Corridor that is also High-
way No. 1, which joins the North with the
South, Hanoi with Ho Chi Minh City.

At present, using the steep, narrow, and
winding 22-km road up and down the
mountain can be hazardous and time-con-
suming. In the rainy season, falling rocks
are frequent, making this the most danger-
ous segment of the road as well as difficult
and costly to maintain. A heavy truck can
take up to 2 hours to negotiate the pass.

A two-lane road through the new 6.3-km
tunnel—billed as Southeast Asia’s long-
est—will not only be safer but will also cut
travel time and costs significantly. The
tunnel is due to open in mid-2005. The
project is being financed by the Japan Bank
for International Cooperation (JBIC).

Speaking above the din of construction
inside the tunnel, Project Manager Ichizuru
Ishimoto says that demand is projected to
rise within a few years to a capacity of
10,000 vehicles a day, and that a second
tunnel may be needed in the future. Cur-
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handle 2.4 million tons of cargo. This fig-
ure is projected to rise significantly when
transit traffic takes off after the comple-
tion of the East-West Economic Corridor and
related bridges and tunnels.

The tunnel and improved road will add
momentum to Viet Nam’s current tourism
drive. Enhanced infrastructure and upgrad-
ing of hotels will also help boost visitor ar-
rivals, says Ngo Hoa, Vice-Chairman of the
People’s Committee of Thua Thien Hue
Province. Of the area’s attractions, he notes
that the Imperial City of Hue, the old town
of Hoi An, and My Son Holy Land are
designated World Heritage sites by the
United Nations Educational, Scientific,
and Cultural Organization (UNESCO).
The Central Region also boasts beaches
and ecotourism sites. Festivals abound, and
Da Nang, for example, is hosting a “tour-
ism year” in 2005.

For Hoi An, history has come full
circle. Many of its historic buildings,
which were once full of traders and sail-
ors, have been transformed into art shops,
boutiques, and cafes that are now packed
with tourists. �

We are enhancing
our infrastructure and
hope that in the year
2006, when most of the
East-West Corridor
project is completed,
we can boost tourism
and increase trade with
our neighbors, particu-
larly Thailand and the
Lao PDR as well as our
own Central Region

I N F R A S T R U C T U R E

GEARING UP Da Nang port is being
upgraded to meet anticipated demand
from neighboring countries in the Greater
Mekong Subregion (left, top left, top right).
Its predecessor as a port, Hoi An, is now
a tourist resort (above)

rently, some 3,500 vehicles use the moun-
tain road daily.

Eye on Future Needs
The huge increase in traffic will reflect
growth in both trade and tourism. On the

“

“

Nguyen Xuan Dung

Vice-Director, Da Nang Port

trade side, Mr. Nguyen says the interna-
tional port has undergone considerable
upgrading in the past few years to handle
future needs.

The port has added a breakwater, a con-
tainer berth, and associated handling equip-
ment. A bridge has been built across the
Han River, and an access road to the main
highway has been upgraded. JBIC has also
financed much of the new work.

In 2004, the international port—the
third biggest in Viet Nam after those in Ho
Chi Minh City and Haiphong—expects to
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I
t is only 271 kilometers from the Cambodian capital

of Phnom Penh to the border town of Koh Kong in

the southwest—but having to take ferries across four

rivers along the way makes the journey much longer.

The road used to be almost impassable during the

monsoon, but an all-weather road for much of the route

since 2001 has made the trek easier. The ferries may look

makeshift, but they are remarkably safe, with no serious

accident record. To bring outlying areas within easier reach

and strengthen an important link with Thailand, there are

plans to build bridges across all four rivers. �

BY RIVER AND B

16 December 2004
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FERRY STOPS Small
communities have sprung
up around the ferry staging
posts between Phnom Penh
and Koh Kong. Clockwise
from top left: A chat during
the brief ride; motorbikes
and cars take different
crafts; keeping the ferry on
course; shops and
youngsters by the roadside

P I C T O R I A L
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BY ROAD
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HUE, VIET NAM

T
he plain classrooms of Hue
Tourism School come alive
with color when the female stu-
dents take their seats. They are
dressed in shimmering red or

blue ao dai, the ensemble of a flowing tunic
and wide-bottomed trousers that is Viet
Nam’s national costume.

The school began only 5 years ago with
capacity for 300 students. Yet so great
has been the demand that 800 full-time
and 500 part-time students cram into
8 classrooms that are used in 3 shifts.

Many of the young men and women are
from the Central Region—one of Viet
Nam’s poorest areas—and are taking ad-
vantage of the current tourism boom to
improve their living.

“Some 30% of our students are from
poor households, including ethnic minori-
ties. They come because of the strong
development of tourism in central Viet

ANCIENT ALLURE
Viet Nam’s increasing popularity as a tourist destination has created a surge in
the demand for training—and a way out of poverty for eager young students

Nam,” says Le Duc Trung, the school’s
affable vice-director. “They know tourism
is an important means to escape poverty.”

The tourist boom is being spurred in
part by the improved East-West Economic
Corridor, also known as Highway 9, that
provides easier access to Viet Nam’s Cen-
tral Region from the Lao People’s Demo-
cratic Republic (Lao PDR) and Thailand,
as well as other parts of the country. Reha-
bilitation of the highway in the Lao PDR
and Viet Nam—parts of which the Asian
Development Bank (ADB) is financing
with loans totaling $57 million—is at an
advanced stage.

“Our regional cooperation strategy aims
at increasing connectivity between the
GMS countries and includes promoting
them as a subregional tourist destination
to boost local economies and provide more
jobs for the poor,” says Urooj Malik, Direc-
tor of the Infrastructure Division of ADB’s
Mekong Department.

At the ochre-colored An Dinh palace by
the Perfumed River that runs through Hue,
Ngo Hoa, Vice-Chairman of People’s Com-
mittee of Thua Thien Hue Province, says
improved road and rail links are contribut-
ing to a boom that has seen a rise in the
number of visitors to the province by about
17% annually in recent years, which is well
above the national average.
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with the demands of rising occupancy
rates, with 60% of the guests coming from
Europe.

Meanwhile, Hue Tourism School is
planning to expand its facilities to cater
for the ever-rising number of students. De-
spite strained resources, Mr. Trung says the
school waives tuition fees for the poorest
students.

Some students come from neighboring
countries, says Mr. Trung. This year, there
are 10 students from the Lao PDR. Most
are male, but the contingent includes
Manohay Sinhdonthan, a shy girl who says
she will work as a travel agent when she
returns home to Champassak.

World Class Standards
The Hue school, which receives financing
from the European Union, has a model
kitchen and dining room, where students
are taught cooking and service skills.
Vincent Gibbon, an Irish senior technical
advisor with the Luxembourg Develop-
ment Agency, helps ensure training is up
to international standards.

“We’ve supported the training program
and have developed the examination
and certification system under the Viet
Nam Tourism Certification Board,” he says.
English language skills are a top priority.

Viet Nam’s tourism drive is providing
thousands of young people from under-
privileged families a chance to improve
their lives. �

Some 30% of our
students are from poor
households, including
ethnic minorities...
they know tourism is
an important means
to escape poverty

“

“

Ancient History Attracts
This year, the number of tourist arrivals
has soared. For the first 5 months of 2004,
there were 1.15 million foreign visitors to
Viet Nam, nearly 20% more than the same
period last year. The target for this year is
3 million, and next year’s target is a whop-
ping 5 million, says Mr. Hoa. Major tourist
attractions of the Central Region—which
include the Ho Chi Minh Trail, the Impe-
rial City of Hue, and the 17th century trad-
ing port of Hoi An—are expected to play a
key role in that increase.

Hue’s hotels are also gearing up to
handle increased business. At the historic
Saigon Morin Hotel, general manager Tao
Van Nghe sends his staff for training to cope

POPULAR TOMB Tomb of Emperor Tu Duc at
Hue (above) and a poster reflecting Viet
Nam’s tourism campaign (below)

“Our tourism drive includes stepping
up advertising as well as using the Internet
more,” says Mr. Hoa. “The Central Region
has a strong attraction for ecotourists as
well as those interested in history and
culture.”

TOURISM BOOM Hue’s Citadel (above left)
attracts lots of visitors—and more tourists
mean higher demand for computer and
kitchen skills (above)

Le Duc Trung, Vice-Director,

Hue Tourism School

T O U R I S M



20 December 2004

KILLER
AT THE
BORDER
PHNOM PENH, CAMBODIA

T
he major causes of the spread of
HIV/AIDs in the Greater
Mekong Subregion (GMS) vary
from country to country. In
some, a severe though declin-

ing HIV/AIDS epidemic is driven by com-
mercial sex.

In others, a concentrated HIV/AIDS epi-
demic is mostly transmitted through shared
needles during injected drug use.

However, one common factor affecting
the spread of the virus is location. Border
areas, with their high proportion of migrant
males and sex workers, consistently report
above-average infection rates.

According to an Asian Development
Bank (ADB) study, Mobility and HIV/AIDS

in the Greater Mekong Subregion, the most vul-
nerable groups include the hospitality,
transport, trade, construction, and manu-
facturing sectors. Military and police per-
sonnel are also susceptible, as are fisherfolk.

Poor Backgrounds
Far from home, migrant workers can seek
the companionship of sex workers. For
their part, sex workers, often from poor
backgrounds and lacking in education, can
be uninformed about condom use or seek-
ing treatment for sexually transmitted in-
fections (STIs).

Innovation and education are at the core of the battle
to prevent the spread of HIV/AIDS in the subregion

Improved road and air links are
strengthening connectivity between GMS
countries—but at the potential cost of
increasing the cross-border spread of
diseases.

“HIV/AIDS infection is one of the ma-
jor public health problems of the GMS,”
says John Cooney, Director of the Social
Sectors Division of ADB’s Mekong Depart-
ment. “It affects all population groups, and
the share of HIV/AIDS-related illnesses in
the subregion is expected to triple in the
next 20 years, unless stronger preventive
measures are undertaken.”

Although antiretroviral (ARV) drugs—
which can delay HIV turning into AIDS
and significantly prolong life—are begin-
ning to be more available in the GMS, “pre-
vention is the most cost-effective strategy,”
says Vincent de Wit, an ADB senior health
specialist.

Two ADB projects aim specifically at
prevention. One covering Cambodia, Lao
People’s Democratic Republic (Lao PDR),
and Viet Nam is an $8 million grant project,
financed by the Japan Fund for Poverty
Reduction, for Community Action for Pre-
venting HIV/AIDS. Another is a $1 million
regional technical assistance project for
HIV/AIDS Preventive Education in the
Cross-Border Areas of the GMS.

Although infection cuts across genera-

tions, the dangers are particularly acute for
the young and the poor.

“Since young people are more likely to
be infected by HIV/AIDS, the loss of hu-
man capital and earnings potential is stag-
gering,” says ADB’s Mr. de Wit.

“Poverty can stimulate the spread of
HIV by driving young women into sex work.
At the same time, infections in households
exacerbate poverty and social inequality,
creating conditions for a larger epidemic.”

Breaking a Vicious Cycle
The community action project in Cambo-
dia, Lao PDR, and Viet Nam seeks to break
this “vicious cycle.” It supports communi-
cation and service delivery programs aimed
at vulnerable groups.

BORDER TRADE A market on
the Koh Kong side of the
frontier with Thailand
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In particular, the project has reached
more than 2 million people using various
communication messages aimed at reduc-
ing the vulnerability of women and encour-
aging behavior change in men; motivated
about 150,000 people to use condoms for
casual sex; provided STI prevention and
treatment services to the local population;
and developed models of care for people
living with HIV/AIDS, including ARV
therapy (see story, p. 22).

In addition, the project is strengthen-
ing nongovernment organizations and sur-
veillance systems.

The second project, for preventive
education, focuses on the border areas
between the People’s Republic of China
(PRC) and its southwest neighbors (Lao

H I V / A I D S

BE WARNED A poster warns of the dangers
of HIV/AIDS (above, top) and a crowd
surges across from Thailand into Koh Kong,
Cambodia, when the barriers open (above)

PDR, Myanmar, Thailand, and Viet Nam).
These borders are porous and are con-

duits for the increased rate of population
mobility, trade, and services. The problem
of HIV/AIDS is related to drug addiction
and sex work associated with cross-border
traffic.

Many of the GMS’s 200 ethnic minori-
ties live in the remote mountain ranges
of the Mekong. “These minority peoples,
especially the women, are at risk because
of poverty, a lack of access to education
and health care, a lack of culturally appro-
priate information in their own languages,
cultural and social breakdown in some
communities, nontraditional drug use,
human trafficking, and involvement in the
sex trade,” says Paul Chang, an ADB prin-

cipal education specialist working on this
project.

The project covers activities to increase
awareness of the social dangers. One is
through radio programs, specifically soap
operas in local languages, and the other is
through the use of computers and infor-
mation and communication technology
in schools. The projects are being imple-
mented, respectively, by the United
Nations Educational, Scientific and Cul-
tural Organization (UNESCO) and the
Southeast Asian Ministers of Education
Organization. �

“

“ Widespread poverty
stimulates the spread of
HIV. Driven to despair and
due to lack of knowledge
about HIV/AIDS, the poor
are likely to be in
vulnerable situations

Vincent de Wit

ADB Senior Health Specialist
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KOH KONG, CAMBODIA

I
t is Saturday night at the White Night
Club and the rain does not deter male
customers from enjoying a night of
drinking, karaoke, and the company
of women.

In a back room, a hospitality worker, who
is also an official peer educator, dispenses
advice to her younger coworkers.

Doung, who has been at the club in this
isolated border town for 3 years, is address-
ing half a dozen attentive young women.

“Do you know that not only your cus-
tomers should use a condom, but also your
boyfriend if you go out with him?” she asks.

The girls nod in unison.
“Even if boyfriends are good-looking and

healthy in appearance—because they
might also be ill.”

Her younger listeners, like Bopha—
a pale, slim 20-year-old—say they appreci-
ate the motherly warnings, especially as
they are away from home. Like Bopha, who
is from Kandal Province, sex workers typi-
cally leave their hometowns to avoid bring-
ing shame to their families.

Such counsel—repeated in other karaoke
bars, brothels, and massage parlors—is part
of a campaign to promote “100% condom
use.” This is a key element of an integrated
Asian Development Bank (ADB)-financed
community action project being applied by
local government authorities in cooperation
with nongovernment organizations (NGOs)
under the Ministry of Health’s Strategic
Plan for HIV/AIDS and STI Prevention and
Care 2004–2007.

“We are promoting condom use in broth-
els, karaoke bars, and massage parlors,” said
one government doctor. “And who better to
advise the [women] than one of their own?”

The project also includes treatment for
sexually transmitted infections (STIs) and
counseling, with voluntary confidential
counseling and testing services; develop-
ing information, education and communi-
cation materials; and introducing the

“continuum of care” for people living with
HIV/AIDS, including antiretroviral (ARV)
therapy.

Drop in Infection Rates
According to Program Manager Dr. Leng
Veng Se, it has already succeeded in reduc-
ing HIV/AIDS infection rates among sex
workers from an “epidemic” rate of more
than 50% to a still serious, but more man-
ageable, 30%.

Why this sleepy southwestern town
should be a focus of national and interna-
tional attention is puzzling at first.

Koh Kong is difficult to access from other
parts of Cambodia: a trip by road from
Phnom Penh, for example, involves cross-
ing four rivers by makeshift ferries and takes
most of a day in the dry season—and longer
when monsoon rains churn the red earth
track into a quagmire.

Yet Koh Kong’s location on Cambodia’s
southwest border with Thailand, and its
significant migrant population have given
the town the dubious distinction of being a
“hot spot” for HIV/AIDS.

In the 1990s, says Dr. Se, the area—
which includes many islands—was a

CONDOM CAM

Prevention and counsel-
ing are helping stem the
spread of HIV/AIDS in
a remote border area
of Cambodia

magnet for migrants involved in activities
such as logging, fishing, and smuggling.

In the last few years, soldiers and con-
struction workers brought in to build bridges
and roads have also boosted the town’s tem-
porary population.

And, recently, Koh Kong has drawn a
new kind of migrant—workers to staff a
new casino, a safari park, and other recre-
ational facilities that are part of a burgeon-
ing tourism industry.

With these waves of migrants came
young women from poor families seeking
to work in the sex industry.

The mix of lonely migrant men and
underprivileged women proved a deadly
cocktail.

Infection rates in this border town soon
reached alarming proportions. By 2002, a
survey showed that a little more than half
of the direct sex workers in Koh Kong were
infected with HIV/AIDS, higher than the
national average of 33%.

Poor, Sick, and Alone
For those infected, the horror was often
made worse by the fact that they were with-
out family or other support networks.

LIFE SAVING At a clinic for
sex workers, a doctor gives
advice that could save lives
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The situation had already prompted
local health authorities to take action, set-
ting up a clinic in 2000 to provide STI ser-
vices to sex workers. The clinic has since
been strengthened by the addition of doc-
tors and nurses and a renovated laboratory,
and now also provides voluntary confiden-
tial testing and counseling services.

In March 2003, CARE Cambodia, an
NGO, joined in and began work with gov-
ernment agencies to contribute additional
support for a series of outreach programs
that today include home-based care for
chronically ill patients; support for orphans
and vulnerable children; and MMM (mean-
ing Mondul Mith Chuy Mith, or “friend help
friend”) center meetings where HIV/AIDS
patients share their experiences, plan group
activities, meditate, and receive treatment
from health workers.

Many of the program’s activities
are based in a cluster of buildings in the

cantly in 2003,” says Dr. Suy Sinoeun, one
of the clinic staff. “Part of the reason is
the work of our clinic and the outreach
programs, and partly because of improved
medication.”

The disease has spread beyond the
sex industry to affect some wives and girl-
friends. Notes Vincent de Wit, an ADB
senior health specialist: “Rural women are
vulnerable as they are often illiterate and
poor, with little access to information or
health care, and are ill equipped to protect
themselves.”

Learning to Help Themselves
In a nearby building, nearly 70 HIV/AIDS
patients—who are not sex workers—
are attending a meeting addressed by coun-
selors, including a saffron-robed Buddhist
monk. Many patients have formed self-
help groups to share experiences or to
achieve a goal, such as increasing savings
or generating income. Doctors and nurses
are on hand to provide diagnosis and
treatment.

On a blue mat outside the building,
more than two dozen children are playing
and being fed by CARE volunteers. The
offspring of HIV/AIDS patients, they are
a somber reminder that the disease also
affects those left behind.

Eleven-year-old Er, with large, knowing
eyes, has responsibilities well beyond her
age. She is spooning food into the mouths
of her younger sisters, Channa, 6, and Ka,
only 18 months. Their 28-year-old mother
is one of the patients attending the coun-
seling session.

Smiles light up the children’s faces as
they play, but this adds to the poignancy
felt by volunteers who know that many
of those in their charge may soon become
orphans.

“Since many of the parents are migrants
and have no relatives here, these children
are referred to the Department for Social
Affairs,” says Sum Sitha, a team leader
for CARE’s Children in Distress program.
“We have about 300 orphans this month,
but the local orphanage has room for only
25 children.”

The good news is that the community
action project will soon be bolstered by
the arrival of ARV drugs, which can stave
off the worst effects of the disease.

Under a national program, ARV drugs
are gradually being introduced to the

country, and the pace is expected to accel-
erate as such drugs become cheaper.

More than 4,200 people are currently
on ARV drugs in the Cambodian public
sector and NGO programs, up from 650
in 2002, says Peter Godwin, Phnom Penh-
based coordinator of the ADB regional
project for Community Action for Prevent-

Operational District Referral Hospital
compound. At the medical clinic for sex
workers, young women watch a children’s
television program as they wait for a check-
up with the doctor.

Inside one doctor’s office, a sex worker
is shown how to place condoms on clients.
“The rate of infections among sex workers
started dropping in 2002 and fell signifi-

LOST CHILDHOOD Er is only 11, but she looks
after her younger siblings as their mother
has HIV/AIDS

ing HIV/AIDS, of which the Koh Kong
program is a part.

The aim is to increase this to 6,000 by
end-2004, 12,000 by 2005, and more than
26,000 people—about 75% of all those
who need the ARV drugs—by 2009. Koh
Kong could receive ARV drugs by the end
of 2004, with associated equipment,
such as a CD4 count machine—which
measures the quantity of a type of white
blood cell in the body—and a program to
train clinicians and caregivers, says Mr.
Godwin.

He says ARV drugs are also being intro-
duced in the Lao PDR and Viet Nam,
though on a much smaller scale.

In this border town, a coordinated
campaign by the Government, NGOs, and
funding agencies may be turning the tide
against the epidemic. �

H I V / A I D S

“
“ We are promoting
condom use in brothels,
karaoke bars, and massage
parlors, and who better to
advise the [women] than
one of their own?

Cambodian Government Doctor

MPAIGN
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PRESERVING
TRADITIONS

T
he Jingpo live
mainly in the
mountain areas
of the People’s

Republic of China’s
Yunnan Province and
northeast Myanmar. To
alert this mobile ethnic
minority to the dangers
of HIV/AIDS, drug abuse
and trafficking in people,
UNESCO in Bangkok and
Yunnan People’s Broad-
casting Station are imple-
menting an ADB-financed
innovative radio drama
series in the Jingpo
language that is broad-
cast out of Kunming. The
Jingpo are proud of their
colorful costumes and
musical traditions. Nearly
600,000 Jingpo (also
known as the Kachin)
live in Myanmar with an
estimated 120,000 in
the PRC, mainly Yunnan
Province. �
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By Pamela Asis
Phnom Penh Plan Consultant

G
MS citizens. This was how
participants from the six
countries of the Greater
Mekong Subregion (GMS)
attending the Phnom Penh

Plan for Development Management (PPP)
learning programs styled themselves—
an apt reference in line with the PPP’s
goal of creating a critical mass of Mekong
leaders and managers, and promoting
regional cooperation.

The breakthrough GMS human re-
sources development initiative is a leading
effort to train competent and motivated
leaders in the Mekong region.

People-Centered Development
In November 2002, at the First GMS Sum-
mit of Leaders in Phnom Penh, the need
was recognized for GMS leadership
development. The challenge was to estab-
lish a pool of highly competent and quali-
fied middle- and senior-level planners and
managers to steer economic and social
development.

Core of GMS Champions
The Asian Development Bank (ADB)
approved the PPP in October 2002,
with initial funding of $800,000 over
2 years (2003–2004), and continues to
support the program alongside the
New Zealand Agency for International

Development (NZAID).
About 280 middle- and senior-level

officials from Cambodia, People’s Repub-
lic of China, Lao People’s Democratic
Republic, Myanmar, Thailand, and Viet
Nam have undergone specialized learn-
ing in key development areas.

Since 2003, the program has offered
15 learning programs covering themes and
topics including governance, leadership,
poverty reduction, private sector parti-
cipation, environmental management,
government and civil society participation,
regional cooperation, negotiations,
strategic management, health care finan-
cing, human resource management, and
e-governance.

A breakthrough initiative in the GMS is helping
create a critical mass of development leaders

DEVELOPING MEKONG LEADERS

DRIVING
CHANGE

IDEA EXCHANGE A participant
shares his thoughts on human
resource challenges

If subregional coop-
eration is our common
endeavor, then there is no
better breeding ground
for friendships and cama-
raderie among civil
servants of the six GMS
countries than the PPP

 Liqun Jin, ADB Vice-President (Operations 1)
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C A P A C I T Y  B U I L D I N G

Lifelong Learning Opportunities
and Networks
“If subregional cooperation is our common

endeavor, then there is no better breeding

ground for friendships and camaraderie

among civil servants of the six GMS coun-

tries than the PPP,” said ADB Vice-Presi-

dent (Operations 1) Liqun Jin, at the

inauguration of the PPP in December 2003

in Phnom Penh.

Central to the PPP’s philosophy is a

commitment to design learning programs

in collaboration with the best talent, and

to research these programs thoroughly for

both content and the target groups they aim

to reach. The educational content of the

learning programs is a carefully designed

blend of cutting-edge knowledge and GMS

situations.

And in the spirit of partnership, it has

begun creating a supportive institutional

network. It collaborates with leading orga-

nizations, think tanks, and networks to

secure the highest quality learning pro-

grams. It offers learning programs not tra-

ditionally offered elsewhere but in high

demand among GMS public servants, and

deliberately focuses on a relatively narrow

set of development-related issues.

Among PPP’s key partners are the Asian

Institute of Technology in Bangkok; the

Administrative Staff College of India in

Hyderabad; the Mekong Institute in Khon

Kaen; the Economics and Finance Insti-

tute, Phnom Penh; and the Kennedy School

of Government at Harvard University. The

PPP is also working with the GMS Aca-

demic and Research Network to develop a

GMS development research framework and

to participate in the research effort.

What Else Does the PPP Offer?
Going beyond the traditional approach to

building capacity, the PPP allows partici-

pants to discuss burning development is-

sues. A Learning Resource Center in Phnom

Penh will fuel the dialogue and provide the

public with “all-that-you-need-to-know

information” about the GMS.

The PPP already has a dedicated web

site and will also develop a portal to enable

PPP alumni to maintain lifelong contacts.

Apart from a newsletter, the PPP has

launched a GMS Journal of Development

Studies to provide a platform for sharing

research, reviewing development literature,

and fostering debate.

A GMS Distinguished Speaker Series

will offer the subregion opportunity to share

experience and insights  from the world’s

leading figures in development, research,

and governance.

Nurturing Commitment
The PPP seeks to instill in managers a per-

petual curiosity about the people and is-

sues that they are charged to lead, and to

foster a thirst for knowledge. At the end of

each learning program, participants are in-

ducted as PPP alumni and vow to uphold

the PPP ideals as part of a lifelong learning

experience. They are imbued with a spirit

for putting the GMS on the path to high

growth with equity. �

APPLIED LEARNING  Teaching
organic farming at the
Kyusei Nature Farming and
Environment Center in
Saraburi Province, Thailand

SHARING BEST PRACTICES
Participants get hands-on
training on natural
resources management

SHARING BEST PRACTICES
Participants get hands-on
training on natural
resources management

APPLIED LEARNING  Teaching
organic farming at the
Kyusei Nature Farming and
Environment Center in
Saraburi Province, Thailand
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A cooperative approach
is needed to save the
“lungs” of the Mekong
River from a host of
threats

ANGOR THOM, CAMBODIA

S
tone carvings at the ancient

Bayon temple show that water

and fish from the nearby Tonle

Sap (Great Lake) helped sus-

tain an Angkorian empire that

stretched well beyond its jungle capital.

Today, Asia’s largest freshwater lake—

and its unique ebb and flow—nourishes

a community far larger than the 2.9 mil-

lion Cambodians who live around it. Fish

that migrate from the lake to other parts

of the Mekong River basin sustain the

rapidly growing population of mainly poor

rural inhabitants of the flood plains.

But the lake is in deep crisis.

“Never has the lake been called upon

to supply so much to so many, yet threats

to its ecosystem are manifold,” says Olivier

Serrat, an Asian Development Bank (ADB)

senior project economist who developed

ADB’s Tonle Sap Basin strategy.

Increasing demands on its land, water,

and biotic resources are threatening the

lake’s fragile ecology.

The stakes are high, for its fisheries pro-

vide the single biggest source of protein for

Cambodia’s young and increasing popula-

tion.

The lake is also the flood retention

basin for the Mekong River, one of the

world’s longest waterways that threads

through six countries of the Greater Mekong

Subregion (GMS) along its 4,800 kilome-

ter (km) course from the glaciers of Tibet

to the warm waters of the South China Sea.

These are Cambodia, People’s Republic of

China (PRC), Lao People’s Democratic Re-

public (Lao PDR), Myanmar, Thailand,

and Viet Nam.

RECONCILING HUM
  AND NA
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Remarkable Natural Phenomenon
Amid a complex Mekong system, the rela-

tionship between river and lake is akin to

that of a body and its lungs. This manifests

itself in a remarkable natural phenomenon

every monsoon. When the rain-swollen

Mekong River merges with the Tonle Sap

River at Phnom Penh, it pushes floodwater

back into the lake. This raises the level of

the Tonle Sap by up to 10 meters, increas-

ing its area from between 2,500 and 3,000

square kilometers (km2) in the dry season

to between 10,000 and 16,000 km2 in the

rainy season.

This unique hydrological cycle floods

vast areas of low forest and shrubs and cre-

ates a rich biodiversity of fish, reptiles, birds,

and mammals. It also saves large urban

centers and vital infrastructure from being

inundated.

The flow of the Mekong River helps

determine how much the Tonle Sap ex-

pands in the wet season. Earlier this year,

the river’s water levels were at their lowest

for 2 decades—the Mekong River Commis-

sion (MRC) says this was mostly due to a

prolonged drought. The MRC notes that

the river’s level has fallen slightly over the

past 20 years, but adds that there has also

been frequent extreme flooding in recent

years.

The lake is not only a reservoir but also

a giant nursery for the Mekong River. Fish

spawned in the lake’s flooded forests and

vegetation during the monsoon migrate to

the Mekong River in the dry season. These

fish are a regional resource, traveling up-

stream, some say, as far as the PRC as well

as downstream to the Mekong Delta. Thus,

the lake is the source for much of the river’s

biodiversity as well as productivity.

Importantly, the water draining from

the Tonle Sap also improves dry-season con-

ditions by limiting tidal influences in the

Mekong Delta. Keeping the sea at bay helps

HARD TIMES Women pull their weight (left)
but catches are declining on the Tonle Sap
(above top). Some want to leave their
houseboats (above)

E N V I R O N M E N T

MANS
ATURE
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control the rate of saline intrusion into a

vitally important agricultural area that is

Viet Nam’s rice bowl.

“Threats to the lake include over-

exploitation of fisheries and wildlife,” says

Mr. Serrat. “In the dry season, foraging

and land clearing have reduced forests that,

when flooded, act as a natural habitat

for fish to breed. This has led to deteriora-

tion in water quality, as well as increasing

siltation.”

Tough Times for the Lake’s Poor
All this means tough times for those who

live by fishing or foraging on the lake. Be-

tween 40% and 60% of these people sub-

sist below the poverty line.

The fishing community at Chong Kneas,

a crowded and unsanitary landing point in

the northern part of the lake near Siem

Reap, is reporting steep declines in fish

catches and income.

Sitting with his wife in a houseboat with

holes in its thatched roof, Touch Sophat

recalls earlier times of plenty.

“When we moved from Battambang in

1979 after the civil conflict, the lake had

so many fish people joked that the fish

would jump into your boat or that the fish

ate the people.”

Today, it is no laughing matter. “We used

to catch at least 300 kilograms of fish a

day. Now it can be as little as 20 kilograms,”

says his wife, Yim Pha, who gets up before

daybreak to tend the nets and sells the

catch in the market in the late afternoon.

“Our income has dropped a lot,” she

says. “We have to spend on schooling, on

CONGESTED LANDING Chong Kneas is
crowded and unsanitary (above). Touch
Sophat and wife with their leaky roof,
recalling more bountiful times (right)

We used to catch
at least 300 kilograms
of fish a day. Now it
can be as little as
20 kilograms

“

“

Yim Pha, fisher, Chong Kneas
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E N V I R O N M E N T

UNSAFE WATER The lake at Chong Kneas is
polluted by sewage from nearby Siem Reap
(above). The lake acts as the lungs for the
Mekong River (above right)

food, on oil. You can see our houseboat needs

repair, but we have no money even for medi-

cine or clothes for the children.”

She and her husband, who is deputy

headman of the community, share the

houseboat with their nine children.

As a result of a sharp drop in income,

many who have spent their lives in this

floating village now want to settle on land.

Chong Kneas reflects many of the chal-

lenges facing the lake.

Rapid Rise in Population
A rapid rise in population is a major cause

for declining catches among small-scale

fisherfolk. “When we arrived, there were 300

families in this community. Today, we have

more than 1,100 families,” says Mr. Touch.

The subsistence fishers also face com-

petition from large-scale commercial en-

terprises. The competition has encouraged

illegal fishing methods, such as the use of

fine-mesh nets, dynamiting, and cyanide

poisoning.

Falling water levels and climate change

can also affect supply of fish stocks. “Be-

fore, there were many big fish, such as the

giant snakehead,” says Mr. Touch. “Now

what’s left are mostly small fish.”

At Chong Kneas, ADB may provide

assistance to encourage a community

approach toward fishing as well as to build

a permanent harbor/township on a raised

platform of land.

“At Chong Kneas and other locations,

we are promoting a community approach

toward managing fish and other natural

resources,” says Ian Fox, Principal Project

Specialist (Natural Resources) in ADB’s

Mekong Department. “This includes help-

ing regenerate forests, establishing fish

sanctuaries, and policing against illegal

fishing methods.”

For the lake as a whole, ADB has drawn

up a basin strategy that will prioritize

assistance over the next 5–10 years.

ADB is also playing a key role to

strengthen the regulatory and management

framework and institutional structures at

local and national levels. This includes a

basin management organization.

Shared Responsibility
Beyond the lake, its umbilical relationship

with the Mekong River underscores the

need for regional resource cooperation

among the six countries sharing the river.

A coordinated approach is essential be-

cause of many conflicting demands on the

river and lake: for agriculture, fish, water,

transport, biodiversity, and hydropower.

MRC and ADB agree that governments

need to cooperate to balance development

with protection of natural resources and

biodiversity. Trade in timber and wildlife,

including endangered species, also threat-

ens biodiversity.

Getting the Right Balance
“To get the right balance, there must be a

strong cooperation and negotiating mecha-

nism in managing different interests and

viewpoints,” said Dr. Olivier Cogels, MRC’s

Chief Executive Officer, at a recent meet-

ing in the Lao PDR capital, Vientiane. “In-

volvement of government, private sector,

and civil society stakeholders on all levels

is fundamental to achieving this aim.” �
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