


historical, and cultural treasures
of the six countries. These jewels
include some of the world’s great
archaeological wonders, such as
Angkor Wat in Cambodia and
Bagan in Myanmar; UNESCO
World Heritage sites such as Hue
in Vietnam, Louang Phrabang in
Laos, and Sukhothai in
Thailand; natural
wonders such as
the Stone For-
est and Lijiang
in Yunnan
Province and
Halong Bay
in Vietnam;
and sacred
Buddhist monu-
ments such as the
Shwedaggon Pagoda in
Myanmar, the Temple of the
Emerald Buddha in Thailand, and
Wat Phu in Laos.

For almost a decade now, the
GMS Tourism Working Group—
which involves all six national
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Infrastructure and Cooperation Must Come First

Mekong Basin 
Tourism Faces
Challenges

T he Greater Mekong Sub-
region (GMS) is now the
fastest-growing tourism

destination in the world—thanks
in no small measure to increased
cooperation that has been taking
place among the six countries that
share the world’s 12th longest
river. In 2002, 16.3 mill ion
tourists visited the GMS—an 8.6
percent increase over the previous
year, with Thailand, Vietnam, and
Yunnan Province, China, the top
three destinations. 

The contiguous nature of the
GMS—with its linked cultural
heritage, varied natural geography,
and flowing Mekong River—

make it a logical single tourism
destination. Cooperation among
the six Mekong countries provides
an excellent opportunity to reap
the benefits of this comparative
advantage.

“Rich in environmental, cul-
tural, and historical treasures, the
GMS countries, including Viet-
nam, stand to benefit substantially
by capitalizing on their tourism
potential,” explains John Samy,
country director in Vietnam for the
Asian Development Bank (ADB).

In promoting the subregion
as a single destination, officials
have focused on the so-called Jew-
els of the Mekong—the natural,

tourism organizations and devel-
opment agencies including the
ADB, United Nations Economic
and Social Commission for Asia
and the Pacific, and UNESCO—
has been actively pursuing subre-
gional cooperation. 

The group has actively pro-
moted the subregion as a

single destination and
has developed

tourism-related
infrastructure.
In late 2002,
the ADB
a n n o u n c e d

the creation of
a US$35 million

GMS Tourism
Development Project,

which has lent US$15.6
million to Cambodia, US$10.9
million to Laos, and US$8.5 mil-
lion to Vietnam.

“I am impressed with ADB
efforts to promote sustainable
tourism in the lower Mekong

The
Jewels of the

Mekong—the natu-
ral, historical, and cul-

tural treasures of the six
countries—include

some of the world's
great archaeologi-

cal wonders.

ber of tangible benefits, including
infrastructure development that
lowers transport and communica-
tion costs, joint management of
shared natural resources, and the
harmonization of institutional
arrangements for the cross-border
movement of people and goods.

What are the major challenges
facing ADB in the GMS?
TC: Looking ahead, I believe one of
the greatest challenges is to ensure
the sustainable management of the
subregion’s shared natural resources.
Sound environmental management
is a prerequisite for sustainable eco-
nomic development. I am pleased
that the leaders of the six countries
reaffirmed their commitment to
shared environmental management
when they met in Phnom Penh.
Another challenge for the GMS Pro-

What do you consider the major
accomplishments of the Asian
Development Bank’s (ADB) GMS
Program?
TC: The GMS Economic Cooper-
ation Program was initiated by the
ADB just over 10 years ago and
brings together six countries to work
jointly toward a shared vision of
creating a prosperous and equitable
subregion in the countries that share
the Mekong River. At the GMS
Summit held in Phnom Penh last
year, the leaders of these countries
identified the growing trust and
confidence among the member
countries of the program as its great-
est achievement. This atmosphere of
trust and cooperation has created
an environment that encourages
trade, investment, economic
growth, and social well-being. The
program has contributed to a num-

Tadao Chino is President of the
Asian Development Bank (ADB).
Before assuming this post in
1999, Mr. Chino served as Japan's
Vice-Minister of Finance for Inter-
national Affairs and chaired the
Board of Counselors of Nomura
Research Institute. Mr. Chino's
three-decade stint in Japan's Min-
istry of Finance made him an
expert not just in international

finance but also in the development of the Asian region. Early in his career,
Mr. Chino played a significant role in the creation of the ADB. Mr. Chino has
also assumed a number of senior posts in banking, budget, and interna-
tional finance bureaus.

An Interview with

Tadao Chino, ADB President
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gram is mobilizing financial
resources, especially for capital-inten-
sive infrastructure projects. As GMS
countries continue to move toward
subregional integration, they also
need to further develop their human
resource potential. The Phnom Penh
Plan, announced at the summit, was
an important first step in this direc-
tion. That plan will train officials in
the six countries in areas such as
strategic planning, project manage-
ment, community mobilization, and
other skills important to develop-
ment and good governance.

What is ADB doing to strengthen
subregional cooperation in the
GMS?
TC: Our highest priority is to bring
these countries even closer togeth-
er. The ADB began the move to
promote subregional cooperation

by creating the GMS Program back
in 1992. It was the first subregion-
al cooperation program that
the ADB supported,
and in many ways
it has been the
most successful.
We provide
ongoing sup-
port to GMS
countries in
their efforts to
build road and rail
links, promote subre-
gional tourism, remove insti-
tutional barriers to trade and invest-
ment, meet their energy needs
through effective cooperation and
sustainable natural resources man-
agement, and develop their human
resources. The success of the GMS
Program has encouraged the ADB
to support other subregional pro-

ity of projects, and in some
instances have helped us address
certain side effects. We increasing-
ly collaborate with NGOs to design
and implement loan and technical
assistance activities in the GMS.
For example, we fund the training
of Cambodian NGOs so that they
can assist village development com-
mittees in community-based nat-
ural resource management in the
Tonle Sap inland wetlands. In Laos,
we hope to work with an NGO to
pilot an innovative, map-based
approach for sustainable land-use
stabilization planning and man-
agement for poor ethnic minorities
along the GMS Northern Eco-
nomic Corridor. The ADB consid-
ers NGOs to be essential develop-
ment partners in any and all efforts
to strengthen regional cooperation
in the GMS.

grams in Asia. The ADB remains
committed to helping its develop-
ing member countries work togeth-

er in subregional groupings
to reduce poverty and

promote human and
economic develop-
ment in the Asian
and Pacific region.

Nongovernmental
o r g a n i z a t i o n s

(NGOs) continue to
play an increasing role in

civil society development. How
does the Bank respond to their
strong criticism of many GMS
projects? 
TC: We at the ADB maintain a
regular dialogue with NGOs active
in the Mekong subregion and take
their views seriously. NGO sugges-
tions have helped improve the qual-

The
ADB remains

committed to help-
ing its developing

member countries
reduce poverty and

promote development
in the Asian and

Pacific region.

was approved in 1996. The air-
port has contributed greatly to
increasing tourist arrivals in near-
by Angkor Wat. 

While the tourism sector has
grown dramatically during the last
decade, numerous challenges
remain. Most GMS countries lack
adequate basic tourism facilities.
Roads are poor in Laos, Myan-
mar, and Vietnam. Tourism-relat-
ed facilities—such as accommo-
dations, rest facilities, clean

basin countries and to create com-
munity-based tourism develop-
ment,” says Tran Thi Ngoc Dung,
deputy director at SaigonTourist
Travel Service.

The project adds previous
ADB assistance to GMS tourism,
which focused on building subre-
gional physical infrastructure,
including roads and airports. A
notable example of this is the
US$15 million Siem Reap Air-
port Improvement Project, which

Chris Freund, managing
director of the Mekong
Capital Fund, is seated

in his modern conference room
on the 11th floor of Saigon Tower
in the heart of noisy and congest-

ed Ho Chi Minh City, Vietnam.
His new, US$18 million venture
fund is making investments in
small- and medium-sized private
businesses scattered across Viet-
nam, Laos, and Cambodia. 

Access to Resources Builds Regional Integration

Mekong Capital Fund
Spurs New Enterprises

continued on page 6
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toilets, gasoline stations, and
restaurants/cafés—are urgently
needed in many places. Lack of
access to telecommunications
services, as well as immigration
and cross-border travel restric-
tions, continue to hamper intra-
GMS tourism, although talks are
under way for introducing a GMS
visa, which will allow visitors
from outside the GMS to visit all
six countries with one document. 

“We are very closely cooper-

ating with our neighbors in Viet-
nam and Laos to create a dynam-
ic tourism program,” says Veng
Sereyvuth, senior minister of
tourism in Cambodia.

The potential for private-sector
investment is particularly high at
both ends of the East-West Eco-
nomic Corridor—Mawlamyine in
Myanmar and Danang in Viet-
nam—which have been continu-
ously settled for many centuries and
have a rich culture and history. 

“Certainly, we are confident
about identifying well-managed
companies in the region that need
capital, and we have already made
investments in several,” says the
youthful but experienced venture
capitalist. 

Freund previously served as a
vice president and portfolio
manger in Singapore at Templeton
Asset Management, the emerging-
markets arm of one of the world’s

largest investment management
organizations

The fund’s investors include
the Asian Development Bank
(ADB), the Nordic Development
Bank, the State Secretariat for
Economic Affairs of Switzerland,
the Finnish Fund for Industrial
Cooperation Ltd., and other pri-
vate investors. 
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“This initiative will foster the
ADB’s strategic focus on economic
integration, as well as promote the
role of the private sector in the
Greater Mekong Subregion,” said
Bruce Purdue, former director of
the ADB’s Private Sector Opera-
tions Department. 

Since the fund’s establishment
in April 2002, it has invested
US$1.6 million to buy a 28.5 per-
cent stake in the Tan Dai Hung
Plastic Joint Stock Company in
Ho Chi Minh City, allowing the
business to expand its production
of plastic packaging. Tai Dai
Hung is now one of Vietnam’s
leading private enterprises in the

plastics industry, producing bags
for fertilizer, rice, sugar, animal
feed, chemicals, and farm pro-
duce.

The firm’s export revenues
totaled US$4.1 million in 2002
and are expected to exceed US$5
million this year. 

Mekong Capital also invested
US$900,000 in the AA Con-
struction & Architecture Joint
Stock Company, which specializes
in interior decoration and in
design and production of high-
quality wooden products for local
sale and export to Japan and other
global markets.

The initial feasibility study
for the fund was undertaken by
the Mekong Project Development

The MPDF’s general manag-
er remains quite bullish about the
increasing number of talented
entrepreneurs in the region. “We

believe that many great
entrepreneurs with

excellent growth
potential are in
this  region
who can ben-
efit  enor-
mously from

the capital and
advisory assis-

tance provided by
the fund,” asserts

Mario Fischel, in MPDF’s
Hanoi offices.

One of the most promising
signs for Vietnam and the fund

Facility (MPDF), a multi-donor
program that assists in the devel-
opment and improvement of the
environment for small- and medi-
um-sized enterprises
(SMEs).

The Interna-
tional Finance
Corporation
es tab l i shed
the MPDF in
1996. It col-
laborates close-
ly with the gov-
ernments in the
region, business associ-
ations, nongovernmental organ-
izations (NGOs), and social and
environment groups working in the
SME sector. 

"We
believe that

many great entre-
preneurs with excel-
lent growth potential

are in this region.”

–Mario Fischel,
Mekong Project

Development 
Facility

continued from page 5

Economic Cooperation and Opportunites in the Greater Mekong Subregion: 
Infrastructure and Private Sector Development

Special Advertising Section Foreign Policy, July/August 2003

mailto:ho.mailbox@mekongbank.com


7

T he Internet is at the cen-
ter of Nguyen Thi Thuy’s
daily life at the Prince

Street café in Hanoi, Vietnam’s
capital. In the midst of this ancient
commercial quarter, which is
jammed with merchants, street
vendors, and a steady stream of
bicycles and moped drivers, this
17-year-old female logs onto Viet-
nam’s Internet at least two hours
each day to learn English, visit chat
rooms, and just connect to the
outside world. 

With more students logging
on, the Royal Melbourne Institute
of Technology (RMIT), a private
Australian university, is boosting
Vietnam’s efforts to meet its soft-
ware development initiative, by
building a multimillion dollar
campus just outside Ho Chi Minh
City in Saigon South.

“We were invited by the Viet-
namese government to come here
and create this university. And with
our scheduled first phase of devel-
opment, we are making a US$30
million investment in Vietnam’s
educational future,’’ said Michael
Mann, founding president of
RMIT International University.

The potential role of foreign
investment was reinforced when a

Ministry of Education decree
asserted that “all kinds of invest-
ment in education, including joint
ventures and 100 percent foreign-
invested projects” will be allowed.
This policy paved the way for
RMIT to invest more than US$50
million in the construction and
operation of its new university. 

The Asian Development Bank
(ADB) and the International
Finance Corporation
have provided long-
term loans of
US$7.25 mil-
lion each to
RMIT dur-
ing a period
of 10 years.
The construc-
tion loans will
be disbursed over
the next five years,
with the first repayment of
principal scheduled in 2007. 

At the ceremony where the
ADB’s loan documentation was
signed with RMIT University,
ADB’s Vice President, Myoung-Ho
Shin said, “This is the first invest-
ment made in the tertiary educa-
tion sector by ADB’s private-sector
group. It is an exciting new model
for supporting higher education,

entrants fail to earn a place in Viet-
nam’s highly competitive national
university system. RMIT under-
stands the needs in Vietnam’s ter-
tiary sector, particularly in devel-
oping an international standard of
education in the areas of business
and information technology.

“We have classified Vietnam
as a high-priority country with
long-term growth prospects and
immediate opportunities for devel-
opment assistance and communi-
ty service,” says RMIT President
Michael Mann.

It took more than two years of
detailed project planning in coop-
eration with the ADB and the
Vietnamese government for RMIT
to receive all the necessary licens-
es needed to establish the first pri-
vate university in Vietnam with
full foreign ownership and inter-
national curricula. 

RMIT International Univer-
sity is confident that, with a tech-
nical and vocational emphasis, it
will become a model for develop-
ment in education and training. 

While the first stage of the
new RMIT campus is being com-
pleted, the university conducts
classes in a converted French-style
villa. It offers intensive English-
language training, a Masters of
Engineering, and undergraduate
programs across the IT sector.

With these educational oppor-
tunities, Vietnam’s new generation
of graduates are all charting the
course for a future brighter than
any of their ancestors might have
imagined.

training, and research and develop-
ment throughout the Asian region.”

The university’s modern class-
rooms, located in Ho Chi Minh
City and featuring new Compaq
work stations, are already filled to
capacity. There are 800 students
registered, with 1,000 scheduled
to register in the fall. The average
tuition costs of US$15,000 a year
per student still remain a dream for
most Vietnamese.

With a population of 82 mil-
lion people, half born after the war
ended in 1975, it is no wonder that
in Vietnam today—even with its
flagging foreign direct investment
and slow recovery from the ravages
of war—optimism reigns. 

Students recognize the oppor-
tunities that higher educa-

tion provides. At
Hanoi’s respected

School for For-
eign Languages,
P r o f e s s o r
Nguyen Ngoc
Hung says that

thousands of
Vietnamese are

studying English to
get more opportuni-

ties. After all, this is a society
where knowledge ostensibly brings
enormous respect, where most stu-
dents leaving high school hope to
complete both undergraduate and
postgraduate degrees, and where
part-time language or vocational
courses are almost a national
obsession.

Nevertheless, hundreds of
thousands of eligible university

was the implementation of the
Enterprise Law, largely champi-
oned by the tireless Pham Chi
Lan, vice president of Vietnam’s
Chamber of  Commerce and
Industry. With the passage of the

law, the country has witnessed the
birth of more than 25,000 new
business operations—some of
them now employing several
thousand people—with a com-
bined investment of  over

remarks Nguyen Tran Bat, 57, a
resident of Vietnam’s capital,
Hanoi, who runs a successful
investment consultancy, Invest
Consult, and is a director of one of
Vietnam’s investment funds.

US$1.46 billion. 
“The market has achieved

much openness in the last 10
years, and I see more positive
developments and resources avail-
able for new enterprise growth,”

Capacity Building Supported by ADB

RMIT Invests
in Vietnam’s
Educational Future

This
is a society

where knowledge
ostensibly brings enor-

mous respect and part-
time language or voca-

tional courses are
almost a national

obsession. 

Economic Cooperation and Opportunites in the Greater Mekong Subregion: 
Infrastructure and Private Sector Development

Special Advertising SectionForeign Policy, July/August 2003

http://www.rmit.edu.au/
http://www.rmit.edu.au/
http://www.hufs.edu.vn/english/index.html
http://www.hufs.edu.vn/english/index.html


http://www.adb.org/gms

