
About the Greater Mekong Subregion: Moving Forward Together
The knowledge program will contribute to designing a long-term vision of the Greater Mekong 
Subregion (GMS). It will support the modernization of GMS through a ‘long jump forward’ 
in its thinking about development; and in its understanding of the powerful role of regional 
cooperation. The report has three research plans that use state-of-the-art methodologies, 
and are quantitative, graphic, and complementary.
 
About the Greater Mekong Subregion Economic Cooperation Program
The Greater Mekong Subregion (GMS) is made up of Cambodia, the Lao People’s Democratic 
Republic, Myanmar, the People’s Republic of China (specifically Yunnan Province and 
Guangxi Zhuang Autonomous Region), Thailand, and Viet Nam. In 1992, with assistance 
from the Asian Development Bank and building on their shared histories and cultures, 
the six countries of the GMS launched a program of subregional economic cooperation—
the GMS Program—to enhance their economic relations. The GMS Program covers the 
following priority sectors: agriculture; energy; environment; health and other human resource 
development; information and communication technology; tourism; transport; transport and 
trade facilitation; urban development; and border economic zones.

About the Asian Development Bank
ADB is committed to achieving a prosperous, inclusive, resilient, and sustainable Asia and 
the Pacific, while sustaining its efforts to eradicate extreme poverty. Established in 1966, it is 
owned by 68 members—49 from the region. Its main instruments for helping its developing 
member countries are policy dialogue, loans, equity investments, guarantees, grants, and 
technical assistance.
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Tangible Results of the Greater Mekong Subregion Program

The Greater Mekong Subregion (GMS, or the Subregion) Economic Cooperation Program (GMS Program 
or the Program) has established a reputation as a project-driven, results-oriented, development-focused 
regional cooperation and integration platform.1 Since 1992, the Program has mobilized almost $23 billion to 
implement high-impact projects and initiatives. A summary of key achievements is listed in the box below.

1 GMS members are Cambodia, the Lao People’s Democratic Republic (Lao PDR), Myanmar, the People’s Republic of China (PRC, 
specifically Yunnan Province and Guangxi Zhuang Autonomous Region), Thailand, and Viet Nam.

A IntRoDUCtIon

Greater Mekong Subregion Achievements: A Snapshot

4 Peace dividend: regional peace and stability

4 Intraregional trade: from $5 billion in 1992 to $555 billion in 2018

4 Intraregional investment: from $436 million in 2010 to $1.4 billion in 2017

4 Tourist arrivals: from 26 million in 2008 to 78.8 million in 2018

4 Tourist receipts: from $15.7 billion in 2007 to $90 billion in 2018

4 Cross-border connectivity: over 11,000 km of expressways and roads, 500 km of railways upgraded or 
rehabilitated, 3,000 km of power transmission and distribution lines with 200,000 households connected to 
electricity, 1,570 MW of electricity installed

4 Competitiveness: reduced time and cost of travel, increased movement of goods and people, generating 
investment and creating jobs, initiatives on food safety and agricultural trade modernization, climate-friendly 
and gender-sensitive agriculture, bioenergy and biomass management

4 Community: improved natural resources in 2.6 million hectares covering seven transboundary landscapes; 
significant progress in communicable disease control; comprehensive capacity building through the 
GMS  Phnom Penh Plan for Development Management followed by the BIMPT-EAGA, IMT-GT, and 
GMS Capacity Building Program (B-I-G Program)

BIMPT-EAGA = Brunei Darussalam-Indonesia-Malaysia-Philippines East ASEAN Growth Area, GMS = Greater Mekong 
Subregion, IMT-GT = Indonesia-Malaysia-Thailand Growth Triangle, km = kilometer, MW = megawatt.

BOX
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The GMS Program has been successful in fostering regional cooperation. It has implemented numerous 
projects—including subregional roads, rail and airport improvements, hydropower projects, tourism 
infrastructure development, and communicable disease control—to encourage and improve regional 
integration and regional infrastructure, with the ultimate aim of enhancing economic growth and reducing 
poverty.

Repositioning the Greater Mekong Subregion 
in Response to Evolving Challenges

A midterm review of the GMS Strategic Framework 2012–2022 (GMS SF-II) concluded that the strategic 
thrusts of GMS SF-II remain relevant, and the member countries recognize the value addition of the GMS 
Program. However, the rapidly evolving regional and global landscapes require the GMS Program to reposition 
and refine itself to be more relevant and effective. This led to the drafting and approval of the Ha Noi Action 
Plan (HAP) 2018–2022, which provides the directions and operational focus for the remaining 5 years of the 
GMS SF-II. The HAP was endorsed by the GMS leaders at the 6th GMS Summit, held in Ha Noi in March 
2018. It lays down both the unfinished and expanded agenda for the medium term and guides the Regional 
Investment Framework 2022, which identifies the pipeline of GMS projects.2 The HAP has four key elements:

 • a spatial strategy focused on economic corridors;

 • refinements in sector strategies and operational priorities;

 • improvements in planning, programming, and monitoring systems and processes; and

 • enhancements in institutional arrangements and partnerships.

GMS Long-Term Strategic Framework 2030

GMS-2030. The GMS Long-Term Strategic Framework 2030 (GMS-2030) provides a new frame to develop 
the subregion in the next decade, based on deeper regional cooperation and integration in key areas. It builds 
on the GMS’ widely-acknowledged strengths centered on connectivity and a project-led approach to 
development. GMS-2030 relies upon the continued ownership and leadership of its member states, while it 
aligns and adds value to their national development plans. GMS-2030 blends a continuity of approach, based 
on decades of success and previous strategies and actions plans with significant changes in selective areas to 
reflect new global and regional forces that impinge on GMS development prospects.

2 The Regional Investment Framework 2022 is a “living pipeline” and is subject to annual review and updating. From an original 
pipeline of 227 projects with an estimated total cost of $66 billion, the Regional Investment Framework 2022, after its second 
review and updating, now comprises 255 projects worth about $92.7 billion.
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Trends and Challenges. GMS-2030 provides a framework for the subregion to act collectively to respond to 
seven powerful trends that  affect the GMS: (i) weak global growth and threats to free trade; (ii) technological 
change; (iii) evolving demographics; (iv) rapid urbanization; (v) severe threats from climate change and 
pollution; (vi) inequality; and (vii) risk of pandemics. The underlying consequences of these for GMS are 
grave, since the economies of the subregion are closely integrated not only among each other but also with 
the rest of Asia. GMS-2030 provides a robust subregional response to these developments, which would be 
difficult to tackle by individual country. 

The GMS vision. The GMS-2030 Vision is to develop a more integrated, prosperous, sustainable and 
equitable subregion.

The Mission Statement. To achieve the Vision, GMS-2030 has established a Mission Statement: “A Regional 
Cooperation Program Focused on its Fundamental Strengths of Connectivity, Competitiveness, and 
Community while Embracing the Core Principles of Environmental Sustainability and Resilience, Internal and 
External Integration, and Inclusivity.” The three core principles are explained below. 

environmental Sustainability and resilience. GMS countries recognize the need for environmentally 
sustainable and resilient economic growth for the subregion. Based on GMS country commitments to achieve 
the Sustainable Development Goals of the United Nations and the goals of the Paris Climate Agreement—
and in view of the multiple challenges as a result of environmental degradation; vulnerability of the subregion’s 
natural resources; and climate change risks—GMS countries agree to work together to ensure not only the 
achievement of environmental sustainability and resilience in the subregion but also robust economic growth. 
This particular core principle will be factored in every intervention under the GMS Program.

Integration. The GMS Program has achieved significant success in connecting and integrating the subregion 
since its establishment in 1992. In the next decade, the GMS Program will focus on deepening integration 
among its member countries, while promoting integration of the GMS with other subregions in South Asia, 
Southeast Asia, and Northeast Asia. 

Inclusivity. Despite achieving significant results in subregional growth and development, some segments of 
society are yet to benefit fully from the interventions from the GMS Program. Faced with rapid and significant 
economic structural changes in the subregion and beyond, the GMS Program interventions will need to 
ensure that all citizens will benefit equally. The principle of inclusivity will help the GMS Program focus more 
on remote and unserved areas to reach low-income populations such as ethnic minorities, migrants, and 
workers in special economic zones.
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The GMS Secretariat is initiating work on the proposed GMS Strategy 2030 along the lines indicated in the 
introduction. One of the pillars under the new Strategy will be a research program that informs the region’s 
leaders about the opportunities that regional cooperation may generate to foster growth and development. 
This program is needed for the GMS to move forward and face the socioeconomic challenges of today’s 
world. Its ultimate objective is to contribute to the region’s modernization through a “long jump forward” in its 
thinking and approach to regional cooperation.

What follows sets out a series of areas for research that seek to contribute to the achievement of the 
GMS’ goals, sustained economic growth and poverty reduction. The underlying questions that this research 
program aims to provide answers to are: (i) what will this region look like by 2030 and beyond?; and (ii) what 
role can regional cooperation play to achieve the GMS goals? The program aims to advise policy makers on the 
direction of regional cooperation in the GMS.

These two central questions are addressed through three complementary research programs, which make use 
of state-of-the-art quantitative analyses, with the following three themes: (i) industrialization and the role of 
GVCs, (ii) cities and urbanization, and (iii) GMS spatial analysis. The three research programs are outlined 
below with their corresponding outputs. These programs, and the analysis we propose, are based on two 
ideas: first, a modern regional cooperation strategy requires policy coordination to generate complementary 
growth; and second, being good neighbors brings substantial benefits.3 Two important pieces of empirical 
evidence support these two ideas. The first one is that, at the global level, when a country’s neighbors grow 
by an additional 1%, the country grows by an additional 0.4%. Good policies do matter. The second one is 
that neighboring countries tend to be very similar in their patterns of comparative advantage, a similarity that 
decays with distance. Empirically, the probability that a product will be added to a country’s export basket 
is, on average, 65% larger if a neighboring country is a successful exporter of that same product. For existing 
products, growth of exports in a country is 1.5% higher per annum if it has a neighbor with a comparative 
advantage in these products. This similarity in comparative advantage goes beyond having similar standard 

3 This research program is not about policy coordination in the traditional sense of the term—i.e., monetary, fiscal, or exchange rate 
policies. Coordination here is used in a loose sense—i.e., designing a growth path that takes into account that of other countries.

B  GReAteR MeKonG 
sUBReGIon stRAteGY 2030: 
A KnoWLeDGe PRoGRAM
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factors of production like labor, physical and human capital, and even geology and climate. This similarity 
is very likely the result of trade (human interaction that occurs through trade causes knowledge spillovers), 
foreign direct investment (it impacts the productivity of local upstream suppliers), and migration (knowledge 
moves with the people). 

The research program calls for a regional strategy that promotes growth, the adoption of new technologies, and 
the diversification of the regional production. These three ideas can be the new engines of GMS integration 
in the coming decades.

Disaggregated analysis of the GMS countries’ exports shows that they are not competitors of the same export 
products. Price competition does exist in the least complex products, e.g., agricultural products or very simple 
manufacturing assembly, because there is less room than in complex manufactured products to differentiate. 
In complex manufactures, the goal for the GMS members is to find unique niches, which require product 
differentiation.

Preliminary research results and policy messages will be presented to the GMS ministers in October 2019 
and the heads of governments at the leaders’ summit in March 2020. The analytical work and policy options 
analysis will also inform the proposed GMS Strategy 2030 and will be packaged in separate and detailed 
publications.4

reSearCh PrOPOSal 1

regional Cooperation and Integration in the  
Greater Mekong Subregion for Global Success

This research program takes as starting point the notion that while the form of regional integration that GMS 
promotes can be an important source of growth and development, success will require a broader strategy that 
enables these countries to effectively compete with and integrate into the global market. A successful strategy 
will involve access to rich world markets and advanced technologies, and the exploitation of economies of 
scale and scope, among other things.5 The future direction of the GMS Program should support this strategy.

4 The three research programs will require access to data and statistics. While data are likely available to cover a significant part of 
the research program, there may be parts of it where the absence of data may impact the analysis. In such cases, the research team 
will use relevant proxies to fill any gaps in the analysis; or decide not to proceed, if the quality of the results may be compromised.

5 Economies of scope derive from lowering costs by producing multiple products with the same operations or inputs, whereas 
economies of scale derive from the cost advantage arising from a higher level of production of one good.
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The analysis below will provide (i) a mapping of the current situation in the Subregion in terms of both regional 
and global integration—the successes and the challenges, (ii) a set of objectives that the Subregion will need 
to achieve to succeed in moving up the global income distribution, (iii) pathways for upgrading and diversifying 
the economies of the GMS countries, and (iv) a mapping of the use of Industry 4.0 technologies in the region. 

The analysis relies heavily on the use of trade data and takes both regional and global dimensions, and 
complements the other components of the broader project, in particular, the one that focuses on the 
structure and dynamics of regional integration using alternative data such as patents, occupations, and 
industry level data (see Research Proposal 2). The analysis in this part of the project will, therefore, feed into 
and receive inputs from other components of the project. For example, the analysis here will provide insights 
into potential diversification and upgrading strategies for the Subregion. Further understanding the impact of 
different paths of diversification and upgrading at the regional, national, and subnational levels will, however, 
require the types of analyses conducted elsewhere in the project. Synergistically combining the analytical 
approaches of all components of the project will provide policy inputs for national strategies for diversification 
and upgrading. It will provide an understanding of how regional and subnational policies could be developed 
to maximize the extent of gains from such upgrading paths and ensure that the gains are broadly shared.

RESEARCh PLAN

The research plan is as follows:

Task 1.1  GMS Stocktaking along Four dimensions

This initial, albeit extensive, exercise will describe and map the current situation in the GMS with respect to 
(i) current levels of regional integration, and (ii) current levels of integration into the world economy. The 
outcome of this analysis will provide a comprehensive overview of the involvement of the GMS countries 
in the global economy. It will also provide insights into questions related to whether these countries have 
a complementary set of capabilities that could be exploited through increased regional cooperation and 
integration.

We will proceed by undertaking the following subtasks:

Subtask 1.1.1: Integration into the Global economy

In this first subtask, we will use detailed bilateral trade data to map the involvement of the GMS countries in 
global trade. In a comparative perspective, we will consider how integrated into the global economy the GMS 
countries are by looking at their exports to and imports from different regions of the world. A comparison will 
be made between the GMS countries and with other comparator countries from the broader Asian region. 
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An important question that will be addressed in this initial descriptive analysis is that of the extent to which 
these countries rely on regional (i.e., intra-GMS) trade, and whether some or all of them have been able to 
integrate more broadly into Asian and world markets.

Subtask 1.1.2: Specialization Patterns

In this subtask, we will again make use of detailed trade data to identify the sets of products in which these 
countries (and the region as a whole) can compete successfully. In particular, we will make use of the 
concept of revealed comparative advantage (RCA) to identify these sets of products and consider how the 
specialization patterns of the GMS countries have evolved. To do so, we will use a database with over 5,000 
products. Extending this analysis, we will combine information on specialization patterns with data on world 
product complexity to examine the relative complexity of these countries’ export baskets, both with respect 
to each other in the GMS and with respect to other countries.6 This analysis will be combined with the results 
from subtask 1.1.1 to consider regional specialization patterns. 

In this subtask, we will further consider the regional dimension of production capabilities, assessing the extent 
to which the specialization patterns of the GMS members are dependent on the specialization patterns of their 
neighbors.7 Given that knowledge tends to diffuse more easily across relatively short distances, geographically 
close countries may share similar levels of capabilities and, as a result, may end up producing similar goods. 
Such an outcome presents opportunities and threats. On the one hand, improvements in the capabilities of 
neighbors can present opportunities for upgrading and diversification; on the other hand, a lack of capabilities 
in neighbors can limit opportunities for upgrading and diversification. Such arguments may also support the 
need for coordinated regional policies to develop capabilities and comparative advantage. 

Subtask 1.1.3: Positioning within Global value Chains

Participation in GVCs has been an important mechanism for the recent development experience of the 
People’s Republic of China (PRC) and other countries like Cambodia and Thailand. To succeed in GVCs, 
the countries must make an effort to upgrade within them.8 As such, the aim of this subtask will be to both 
describe quantitatively the level of participation of GMS countries in GVCs and identify the positioning 
of these countries within GVCs (e.g., to determine whether they contribute in low or high value-added 
segments of GVCs). The standard approach here will be to use global input–output tables, to the extent that 
they are available. A drawback of the input–output approach is the relatively aggregated nature of the data. 

6 Hidalgo, C. and R. Hausmann. 2009. The Building Blocks of Economic Complexity. Proceedings of the National Academy of 
Sciences. 106(26). pp. 10570–10575.

7 We will adopt the approach of Bahar, Hausmann, and Hidalgo in this part of the analysis. Bahar, D., R. Hausmann, and C. Hidalgo. 
2014. Neighbors and the Evolution of the Comparative Advantage of Nations: Evidence of International Knowledge Diffusion. 
Journal of International Economics. 92(1). pp. 111–123.

8 Upgrading can mean many things, e.g., moving from low to high value-added production stages within specific GVCs, and moving 
activities to new and more complex value chains.
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The approach, however, remains an essential means of identifying the positioning of countries in the global 
economy. In case of a lack of data, alternative approaches will be considered, including the possibility of 
particular case studies (e.g., the participation in GVCs of specific firms or sectors in the GMS countries) and 
the use of detailed trade data or existing firm-level data sets. 

Subtask 1.1.4: Trade Potential of Greater Mekong Subregion Members

In this subtask, we will build upon the results of subtask 1.1.1 and examine whether the GMS countries 
are reaching their potential in terms of both intra-regional and global trade. Bilateral trade flows are usually 
considered to depend on trade costs—both policy-induced (e.g., tariffs) and natural (e.g., geographic 
distance), and on the market size. Under these assumptions, it is possible to estimate expected trade flows 
between countries using the familiar gravity model of trade, with these estimates reflecting the trade potential 
between two countries.9 Differences between actual trade flows and those estimated from the gravity model 
can then be used to determine whether countries are meeting or exceeding their trade potential. Of particular 
interest is whether the GMS countries are meeting their trade potential with each other, and whether they 
are meeting their potential with other regions of the world (e.g., the richer regions of the world). A finding 
that countries are not reaching their trade potential has important policy implications, and it may explain the 
differences in the complexity of production identified in subtask 1.1.2. 

While the gravity model is commonly used to model trade at the aggregate level, it may be possible to augment 
it to allow for an estimation of trade potential at the sectoral level. In addition to identifying whether these 
countries reach their trade potential (in certain sectors), the analysis will also enable us to consider the set of 
countries with which these countries are achieving their potential, and those countries where possibilities to 
further exploit opportunities are available. In other words, the approach can provide information on both the 
sectoral and geographical trade potential of this set of countries, leading to policy-relevant implications for 
both regional and global trade integration. 

Task 1.2  Importance of Structural Change: Complexity and upgrading Paths

Under the assumption that future success is dependent on engaging in the global economy, the second task 
will take a forward-looking perspective on the development of the countries and regions in the GMS. This work 
will start from the basic idea that structural change is a major force of development, and that structural change 
follows a path-dependent pattern. In this context, path dependency means that what a country’s productive 
system can produce and export in the future depends on what it produces and exports today. In other words, 
changes in productive capabilities are gradual and context-dependent and will, therefore, likely differ between 
GMS countries. 

9 An example of such an approach can be found at Batra, A. 2007. India’s Global Trade Potential: The Gravity Model Approach. 
Global Economic Review. 35(3). pp. 327–361. https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/abs/10.1080/12265080600888090?src=re
csys&journalCode=rger20. 

https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/abs/10.1080/12265080600888090?src=recsys&journalCode=rger20
https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/abs/10.1080/12265080600888090?src=recsys&journalCode=rger20
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This idea will be operationalized using data on exports and imports and the comparative advantages that 
can be derived from these data. The work will start by using a global trade database to determine how 
specific products relate to productive capabilities. This will yield a complexity score for each product in our 
5,000-product database, with more complex products relating to more advanced production capabilities.

The next step will provide an assessment of the current export structure of the GMS countries in terms of 
complexity (i.e., how diverse and unique it is).10 This analysis will likely yield fairly large differences between 
the GMS countries. 

The path-dependent nature of specialization patterns and production capabilities will be measured using 
correlations between specialization patterns of countries. This will yield insights into how products compare 
in broader specialization patterns at the country level. Our world trade matrix will allow us to make statements 
like “countries that specialize in product X also tends to specialize in product Y.” This will  also provide 
insights into product opportunities for each GMS country (“upgrade paths”). We will include exports in these 
calculations as a measure of productive capabilities and imports, especially imports of intermediate products, 
as a measure of involvement in GVCs. 

Using this correlation structure, we will construct likely upgrading paths for each GMS country. The upgrading 
nature of these paths will be defined by average product complexity, i.e., we will search for the paths that 
increase the average complexity of the export portfolio of a country. In practical terms, this means that we 
will look for products a country is likely to diversify into, given its current export structure. We will do this in 
a dynamic multistage way, i.e., we will find the products a country can diversify into from the current export 
structure, then products that it can diversify into in a second stage, third stage, etc. This will then yield an 
upgrade path from wherever the country stands up to a complexity level comparable with that of the most 
advanced economies. In addition to looking at upgrade paths that increase complexity levels in a general 
sense, we will also look for specific paths that lead to the GMS becoming competitive in Industry 4.0 products.

We will present these upgrade paths as possible scenarios (of which there will be more than one for each 
country) and discuss the similarities or differences between GMS countries, which may then guide discussions 
about the future form that regional integration should take.11

10 Whether this analysis can be done for the two Chinese regions (Yunnan Province and Guangxi Zhuang Autonomous Region) will 
depend on the availability of comparable export data.

11 The approach adopted in this part of the analysis is, in many ways, similar to that adopted in Research Proposal 2 below, but this 
one focuses on the national level using international trade data, rather than at the subnational level using patent, occupation, 
and industry data. However, these two strands of analysis are quite complementary. While the approach adopted in this part of 
the project will allow for an understanding of the export structure of GMS countries and present potential upgrading paths, it will 
not address the question of which subnational regions will likely benefit from such an upgrading path, or how further regional 
integration and improved connectivity between subnational regions may help drive a particular upgrading path. The approach in 
Research Proposal 2 will provide crucial additional evidence on understanding the intra-regional dynamics that will allow the GMS 
countries to successfully upgrade and integrate both locally and globally. 
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Task 1.3  Importance of Trade Facilitation and economic Integration agreements

Using the gravity model to examine international trade flows allows one to address numerous other relevant 
research questions for the GMS. Two issues that overlap to a greater or lesser extent are the importance of 
economic integration agreements (including regional and preferential trade agreements) and trade facilitation 
in encouraging trade flows between countries. 

On the issue of economic integration agreements, two effects are commonly observed: (i) a trade creation 
effect as lower trade barriers between members of an agreement encourage trade flows; and (ii) a trade 
diversion effect as lower trade barriers between members put countries outside of the agreement at a (relative) 
disadvantage, reducing their trade flows to members of the agreement.

Trade facilitation concerns the ease of moving goods across borders and includes many aspects such as the 
efficiency of customs administration, the quality of physical infrastructure, the availability of and access to 
transport networks, and a competent logistics sector. Policy-related factors are often included in preferential 
trade agreements. 

Both issues have a regional dimension and potential impacts on the GMS. In the case of economic integration 
agreements, these tend to be regional in nature, with agreements often signed between neighboring 
countries. Existing agreements between GMS members and with other countries create a “spaghetti bowl” 
of agreements that can encourage trade between countries within the region, but that in some cases may 
also limit trade through trade diversion effects. Trade facilitation is, almost by definition, a  regional issue. 
It  involves the crossing of borders between two countries, and thus trade facilitation efforts often include 
some form of regional infrastructure hub alongside policy reforms. 

In this task, we will build on existing approaches to examine the impact of economic integration agreements 
and trade facilitation efforts (both within and outside of preferential trade agreements) on the trade of the 
GMS countries using the gravity equation, both within the region and with other countries.12 Of particular 
importance will be how trade facilitation efforts have helped or hindered the different countries of the 
region, e.g., the landlocked Lao People’s Democratic Republic (Lao PDR). Extending the analysis to include 
the possibility of spatial spillovers will be considered, i.e., does the formation of an economic integration 
agreement or investment in trade facilitation by one country generate positive (or negative) spillover effects 
on other countries in the region? The approach will further examine whether the importance of economic 
integration agreements and trade facilitation on trade flows depends on the sector of interest, which when 
linked with other parts of the analysis may lead to essential policy conclusions regarding the appropriate 
regional infrastructure for different development paths.

12 Djankov, S., C. Freund, and C. S. Pham. 2010. Trading on Time. The Review of Economics and Statistics. 92(1). pp. 166–173; and 
Falvey, R. and N. Foster-McGregor. 2018. On the Relationship between the Breadth of Preferential Trading Agreements and 
Trade Flows. The World Economy. 41(4). pp. 1088–1110.
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Task 1.4  economic Growth and Spatial Spillovers

One output of the analysis in the previous task will be to highlight the importance of spillovers related to 
international trade for GMS countries. The current task will build on this analysis by examining whether there 
are spillovers across GMS countries in terms of economic performance (i.e., economic growth). The discussion 
above highlights the vital role of developments such as GVCs in driving development patterns for many 
countries, as well as of economic policies—related, for example, to trade policy and trade facilitation—in 
encouraging trade flows and GVC participation. A relevant question is whether these efforts are promoting 
growth, and whether they have spillover effects on other GMS countries. 

This task will use standard growth models to examine the major drivers of economic growth. They will 
include as explanatory variables indicators of trade integration and other relevant variables. It will further use 
appropriate spatial methods to identify the spillover effects of neighbors’ growth on a country’s economic 
performance. These approaches generally use indicators of distance or the presence of a border to account 
for spatial effects. However, in this case, it may be possible to adopt additional indicators capturing the quality 
of infrastructure and trade facilitation measures (as used in Task 1.3) when considering the extent of growth 
spillovers. This will allow for an examination of the importance of trade facilitation measures in the GMS on 
generating positive growth spillovers. 

Task 1.5  Industry 4.0 readiness in the Greater Mekong Subregion

A potentially important factor in future development patterns, and in the role of GVCs and trade more 
generally, is the introduction of new technologies (in particular, artificial intelligence, robots, machine learning, 
nanotechnology). These technologies may provide opportunities for countries to integrate into GVCs by 
enabling firms to jump to a new stage of manufacturing development. Simultaneously, these technologies 
risk destroying GVCs as a development path by encouraging reshoring and removing developing countries’ 
main comparative advantage (i.e., low-skilled and low-wage labor). Given these expected developments, it 
is crucial to understand the extent to which the GMS is currently using these technologies, or more generally, 
the extent to which the region is active in becoming Industry 4.0 ready (both at the national and firm levels). 

One approach to address this issue is to consider disaggregated trade data that allow an overview of the 
development, production, and use of these technologies. Highly disaggregated trade data permit identifying 
trade (imports and exports) in particular types of Industry 4.0 technologies (e.g., robots), although in 
many cases a distinction between Industry 4.0 and Industry 3.0 and earlier technologies may not be clearly 
demarcated. Similarly, patent data allow mapping the development of Industry 4.0 technologies, as well as 
the use of these technologies (as captured by the locations in which patents for these types of technologies 
are taken out). In this task, we will combine information on disaggregated trade data to provide a mapping 
of the production and use of Industry 4.0 technologies, and particularly to identify the positioning of 
the GMS  countries in these technologies. In the case of trade data, it is also of interest to determine the 
specialization patterns or capabilities associated with increased usage (imports) of Industry 4.0 technologies. 
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The analysis in Task 1.2 can be adopted to address this question. Once again, the analysis conducted here 
will be at the national rather than subnational level. 

Task 1.6   Policy recommendations: what does the Future landscape  
of the Greater Mekong Subregion look like? 

An essential component of this proposal will be to present general policy recommendations, both for the 
individual countries and the GMS as a whole. On a general level, the analysis described above will provide 
an overview of where the region has been successful and less successful in integrating both locally and 
globally, which will provide inputs into the discussion of the policies required for further and more appropriate 
integration. Recommendations here may refer to global integration (e.g., within GVCs), regional integration, 
and sectoral interventions. The latter part of the analysis will further identify potential upgrading and 
diversification paths for development, which will generate important policy insights related to the targeting 
of policy interventions for upgrading. An important aspect of this task will be to propose recommendations 
applicable to the GMS as a whole and to the interaction and spillover effects of different policies that may 
create a need for coordinated action across the region. To develop this coherent policy analysis will require 
coordination and a linking of the different parts of the project.

reSearCh PrOPOSal 2

The role of Cities and regions in Sustaining economic development  
in the Greater Mekong Subregion

This research program derives from the idea that GMS success will require a broad strategy that taps into 
urban sources of economic development because evidence indicates that modern cities are the centers of 
growth. This is also of paramount importance because at the aggregate (national) level, the largest employer 
in the GMS, is still primarily the agriculture sector. Structural transformation is, first and foremost, a process 
of workers moving out of agriculture into industry and services (activities that generally pay higher wages due 
to their higher productivity). These activities are mostly in urban centers. Cities are the places where most 
innovation and wealth creation happens and, consequently, can be considered the engines of future growth.13 
Cities play a key role in developing new pathways in countries because their capabilities (like knowledge and 
skills) provide a rich source of opportunities to create new and more complex activities that will bring new jobs 
and prosperity.

13 According to West, the PRC alone is expected to build 200–300 new cities over the next 2 decades. West, G. 2017. 
Scale: The Universal Laws of Life and Death in Organisms, Cities and Companies. London: Weidenfeld & Nicolson.
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These new insights have been incorporated into the smart specialization policy in the European Union (EU) 
since 2014. In this ambitious program, the EU invests significant amounts to identify, target, and develop 
potential new and promising activities in which European cities and regions have capabilities. Such a 
place-based policy aims to avoid generating new activities in which cities and regions have no capabilities 
whatsoever.14 This requires a thorough analysis of what capabilities are present in the cities and regions, and 
how to tap into these capabilities to develop new growth paths.

The analysis that we describe below will (i) provide potential pathways for diversifying the economies of 
cities and regions in the GMS, (ii) assess the effect of increasing urbanization on the diversification potential 
of cities and regions in the GMS, and (iii) assess the effect of better interregional connections on the 
diversification potential of cities and regions in the GMS. The analysis mainly uses industry and patent data 
and takes up a regional (subnational) dimension.

Our approach complements other components of this broader research project. For example, the 
identification of diversification strategies for cities and regions at the subnational level in the GMS requires 
an understanding and mapping of (i) diversification potentials at both the national and subnational scales, as 
both spatial levels provide capabilities that can be used for diversification strategies; and (ii) different types of 
capabilities captured by export products, industries, and technologies. These approaches, when combined, 
provide policy inputs for urban and regional strategies for diversification, as well national strategies for 
diversification and upgrading, to maximize the diversification potentials at various spatial scales and ensure 
that the gains are broadly shared.

RESEARCh PLAN

Based on the above discussion, this research program will proceed as follows:

Task 2.1   europe’s Smart Specialization Strategy:  
anything to learn by the Greater Mekong Subregion Program?

In recent years, the EU has shown a strong bias toward policies aimed at stimulating the development of new 
knowledge, innovation, education, and high-technology activities. This is enshrined in the objectives of the 
EU’s Europe 2020 strategy, which introduces the idea of smart specialization.

Smart specialization entails that regions specialize in certain scientific and technological fields. However, 
rather than stimulating regions to specialize in the list of activities that the overall policy defines as important—
e.g., information and communication technology, biotechnology, and nanotechnology—smart specialization 

14 Balland, P. A. et al. 2018. Smart Specialization Policy in the European Union: Relatedness, Knowledge Complexity and Regional 
Diversification. Regional Studies. 53(9). pp. 1252–1268.
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suggests that regions focus on the development of innovation niches and build excellence and competitive 
advantage in their particular niches. Smart specialization calls for “self-discovery,” by which firms, 
entrepreneurs, and universities identify the domains of research and development and innovation in which 
their region can excel, given its existing capabilities and productive assets. Smart specialization proposes 
a way for regions to actively influence the process of structural change and to cope with the challenges of 
structural adjustment. It seeks to know what makes a region unique and to enhance that knowledge base and 
build competitive advantage in new and high value-added activities. Its advantages are not only at the local 
level but also at the system level because the EU will benefit from greater knowledge diversity, distinct local 
agglomeration economies, and less vulnerability to global markets.

Task 2.1 will discuss the main building blocks of the smart specialization policy and recent policy experiences. 
Europe’s smart specialization policy can serve as an example for the GMS to move forward and in its 
developmental aspirations. The following tasks use different quantitative methodologies that help understand 
the role of cities in the GMS today. Policy recommendations on how to design a successful strategy for the 
future that maximizes our current state-of-the-art knowledge about the role of cities will be considered in 
Task 2.9.

Task 2.2  Concentration Maps

Which cities and regions have been the most successful in developing more knowledge-intensive and more 
complex technologies, and how has this changed over time? An effective smart specialization policy requires 
an answer to this question. Due to agglomeration forces, we expect these types of economic activities to 
concentrate in particular cities and regions. To examine this, we will map the spatial concentration of 
technologies in the GMS countries. We will use patent data available (1987–2017) for cities and subregions 
of the GMS members.

Task 2.3  urban Scaling analysis of asian Cities

How do cities in Asia in general, and in the GMS in particular, score on patenting activity given their population 
size, and to what extent they overperform or underperform? An effective smart specialization policy also 
depends on big cities, as they are regarded as the engines of technological change and innovation. Studies 
show that the number of patents in cities is higher than the number one could expect from their population 
size. Using urban patenting activity and population data, we will undertake an urban scaling analysis for all 
Asian cities (including the cities in the GMS) to determine the ranking of cities in the GMS. This will give the 
first sign of possible unexploited economic potentials given their city size.15

15 West (2017) cited above documents important scaling effects in cities. First, there is sublinear scaling in infrastructure: the 
required total length of pipes, roads, or electrical wires with every doubling of city size increases only by 85%. This means that a 
city of 10 million people typically needs 15% less of the same infrastructure than two cities of 5 million people each, leading to 
significant savings in material and energy use. One implication of this efficiency is that, on average, the bigger the city, the greener 
it will be and the smaller its per capita carbon footprint. Second, there is superlinear scaling in wages, number of patents, and 
number of professional people (i.e., increasing returns to scale): they increase by about 15% with population size.
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Task 2.4   Stocktaking of Current Specializations in Cities and regions  
in the Greater Mekong Subregion

To identify and exploit potentials for new pathways in the future, we will map current specializations in cities 
and regions. This task will describe and map the current specializations in the GMS at the city and regional 
levels, making use of patent and industry data. In particular, we will calculate revealed comparative advantage 
indices to identify the specialization of cities and subnational regions in specific technologies and industries. 
Patent data by city and region are available for all the GMS countries for 2010–2015. Industry data by city and 
region are available for Cambodia (42 domains, 3 industries: 2009, 2011–2013); the PRC (208 prefectures, 
190+ industries: 2008–2015); Thailand (76 provinces, 270+ industries: 2000, 2005, 2010, and 2015); and 
Viet Nam (63 provinces, 21 industries: 2010–2015).

Task 2.5  Mapping the degree of relatedness among Technologies and Industries

How related are specializations in cities and regions in the GMS? Another important aspect of developing 
a smart specialization policy is to determine and exploit the diversification potentials of cities and regions. 
Having a wide range of activities in regions can provide complementary resources (skills and knowledge) 
that may induce spillovers across local activities and enhance regional development. The  more related 
specializations in regions are, the more local spillovers are expected to take place, and the higher the potential 
socioeconomic impact on urban and regional development. We will map the degree of relatedness between 
specializations in cities and subregions in the GMS. To do so, we follow recent research to determine the 
degree of relatedness between technologies and between industries.16,17 We will use patent data available for 
cities and subregions in the GMS (in the members with sufficient patent activity data). We will use industry 
data that are detailed enough for cities and regions in the PRC (190+ industries), Thailand (270+ industries), 
and Viet  Nam (21 industries).18 Then we will construct a network visualization of the level of relatedness 
between technologies (knowledge space) and between industries (industry  space). Relatedness metrics 
between economic activities will be complemented with the United States data to ensure measurement 
accuracy if the number of observations is too low.

Task 2.6  Mapping the Complexity of Technologies, Industries, Cities, and regions

How complex are existing specializations in cities and regions in the GMS, and how complex are their local 
economies? Smart specialization policy also focuses on developing more complex activities in cities and 
regions because regions that specialize in activities of low complexity compete on prices (e.g., assembling 
an iPhone), while regions that specialize in highly complex activities compete on the uniqueness of their 
skills and capabilities. Complexity refers to the sophistication of activities. More complex activities drive 

16 Neffke, F., M. Henning, and R. Boschma. 2011. How Do Regions Diversify over Time? Industry Relatedness and the Development 
of New Growth Paths in Regions. Economic Geography. 87(3). pp. 237–265.

17 Boschma, R., P. A. Balland, and D. F. Kogler. 2015. Relatedness and Technological Change in Cities: The Rise and Fall of 
Technological Knowledge in US Metropolitan Areas from 1981 to 2010. Industrial and Corporate Change. 24(1). pp. 223–250.

18 Data for Cambodia, the Lao PDR, and Myanmar are not detailed enough for this analysis at this stage.
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growth and are usually defined by knowledge barriers to entry that create monopoly rents for regions 
and companies. Therefore, the more complex the specializations of cities and regions are, the higher the 
potential socioeconomic impact on urban and regional development. We will map the level of complexity 
of technologies and industries using the same data in Task 2.5 (following footnote 6). As for relatedness, 
complexity metrics will be complemented with the United States data to ensure measurement accuracy if the 
number of observations is too low. 

The analyses in Tasks 2.4–2.6 will provide a comprehensive view of the current state of cities and subregions 
in the GMS. They will provide information about the existing specializations of cities and subregions, whether 
the set of specializations of cities and subregions provides related capabilities, and how complex those 
specializations are.

Task 2.7  Complexity and Scaling

How do cities in Asia in general, and in the GMS in particular, score on complex activities given their population 
size, and to what extent they overperform or underperform? As discussed in Task 2.3, the effectiveness of the 
smart specialization policy depends on having big cities. In this task, we will assess the effect of urbanization 
on the diversification potentials of cities and subregions. We will analyze how the urbanization level of a 
subregion relates to its level of complexity by examining how technologies and industries scale (i.e., how much 
they concentrate in large cities) in Asian cities, including GMS cities (depending on data availability). The fact 
that activities driving economic growth (complex activities) concentrate in large cities is a key argument for 
the development of a place-based policy.19 This will allow us to assess the potential effects of changes in 
countries’ urbanization patterns on the diversification potential of subregions in the GMS. 

Task 2.8  Infrastructure and diversification

Do better-connected cities diversify more? In the previous tasks, we assumed that capabilities at the city 
and regional levels condition the diversification of cities and regions. However, capabilities elsewhere can 
also be exploited. Inter-urban or interregional connections can give cities and regions access to capabilities 
that can enhance their diversification potentials. Some studies show that the capabilities of neighboring 
regions can promote regional diversification.20 This means that region A might benefit from the capabilities 
that surrounding regions have (in terms of related technologies and industries) but only if extensive linkages 
exist between region A and those other regions. The focus on inter-urban and interregional connections is 
considered crucial for a smart specialization policy, as these connections enable cities and regions to tap into 
and exploit diversification potentials.

19 Balland, P. A. et al. 2018. Complex Economic Activities Concentrate in Large Cities.
20 Boschma, R. and G. Capone. 2016. Relatedness and Diversification in the European Union (EU-27) and European Neighborhood 

Policy Countries. Environment and Planning C: Government and Policy. 34(4). pp. 617–637.
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We will measure the connectivity of cities and subregions (overall connectivity and links between cities) 
by means of infrastructure in each GMS country, depending on data availability. Then we will assess the 
potential of subregions to diversify into new technologies and industries (what we call entry), depending on 
interregional ties in the same or related activities. We will estimate an entry model (both for new industries and 
new technologies in a region), with the following independent variables (at the regional level): relatedness, 
complexity, connectivity, and an interaction term (relatedness x connectivity), to test whether the effect of 
relatedness weakens when connectivity is high. This accounts for an additional diversification potential for 
regions that goes beyond the diversification potential that is assessed by looking at the capabilities at the 
regional level alone.

Task 2.9  Policy recommendations

Which activities could be targeted in the different cities and regions in the GMS, and what policy strategy 
might exploit better their diversification potentials? All previous tasks of this research program are crucial 
ingredients to develop an effective smart specialization policy in the GMS. In this final task, we will derive 
policy recommendations from the inputs of Tasks 2.1–2.8. We will briefly sketch a perspective on the 
future development of each city and subregion in the GMS. Our point of departure in Task 2.9 is that the 
diversification potential of cities and regions depend on their past development. Cities and regions tend to 
diversify into new activities that are related to their existing activities. Therefore, changes in specializations in 
cities and regions are gradual and depend on the existing capabilities. Consequently, cities and regions differ 
not only in their capacity to diversify but also in the types of activities that are more feasible to develop in the 
future, given the existing capability set.

We will use technology and industry data by city and region in the GMS. We will apply the framework of 
Balland et al. (footnote 14), which allows us to map the feasibility of diversification strategies of regions and 
the potential economic impact of new areas of specialization. The framework makes use of the concepts of 
relatedness and complexity to identify potential new activities (technologies and industries) in each city and 
region that are both feasible because they can build on related preexisting capabilities and impactful because 
they make the local economy more complex (see figure).

Policy recommendations may involve discussing which activities should be targeted in which countries, cities, 
and subregions, given their preexisting capabilities, to enhance diversification and renewal of their economies. 
Recommendations may also include urban and spatial planning. Our policy  recommendations will also 
account for the lessons learned so far regarding the implementation of the smart specialization strategy in 
the EU, as discussed in Task 2.1. Based on inputs from other parts of the project, recommendations should 
take into account the appropriate levels of policy intervention at various spatial scales (international, national, 
subnational) in the GMS, and how to coordinate those to ensure the effectiveness of policy in the GMS. 
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reSearCh PrOPOSal 3

Spatial development in the Greater Mekong Subregion  
and Implications for Its Future development

The GMS Program has undoubtedly contributed to the economic development of its six member countries 
and the advance of regional economic cooperation. The main aim of the GMS Program is to promote 
economic growth through cross-border economic interactions. During the last 3 decades, the GMS members 
have achieved significant economic growth and prosperity. Like Research Proposal 2, this one also uses 
disaggregated data to understand the GMS, but the type of data used is very different.

Concomitant with the region’s progress, regional disparities within countries and among GMS members have 
widened. As the Program promotes international connectivity, particularly between primary cities and the 
international markets, certain cities (urban areas in general) have benefitted more than others (especially 
rural areas), and this has increased the degree of disparity. This is a normal outcome of fast development.

Views about spatial development range from those that see urban-led growth as efficient and beneficial to 
those that see urban-led growth as the cause of rising regional disparities. Under the latter view, excessive 
regional disparities can exert a negative impact on society and can be deemed to be the social cost of economic 
growth. Consequently, an important component of a sustainable development strategy and indicator of 
regional development is an analysis of the evolution of spatial disparities.21

21 We use the term “region” in a loose sense. Sometimes it may refer to a country’s legal definition, while in other circumstances 
it may refer to an area defined for this project. In the second case, we make it clear what it refers to.

Source: Based on Balland, P. A. et al. 2018. Smart Specialization Policy in the European Union: Relatedness, Knowledge Complexity 
and Regional Diversification. Regional Studies. 53(9). pp. 1252–1268.
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With this background, the objective of this research program is to understand and evaluate ongoing spatial 
developments in the GMS and to make conjectures about its future, using information about how its landscape 
evolves. This will be used to provide policy advice to the GMS leaders. Specifically, we will try to answer 
the following key questions: (i) what are the regional growth trends and disparities that can be seen using 
comparable data at various levels (urban, subnational, national, and regional)?; (ii) what are the mechanisms 
driving growth and disparities?; (iii) what role have the GMS infrastructure initiatives played?; and (iv) what is 
the future landscape of the GMS?

One of the biggest challenges to conduct such an evaluation and to answer the above questions is the 
availability, comparability, and consistency of data for the entire region. This project will use satellite images to 
overcome this problem. The study will compile unique spatiotemporal data based on geographic information 
systems (GIS) and remote sensing data using mainly nighttime light (NTL) and land cover data, which can 
ensure comparability, consistency, and coverage of the entire GMS. These types of data are an excellent 
proxy for the scale of economic activity.

With these data, the research program aims to obtain an accurate and detailed picture of the spatial 
developments in the GMS during the last 3 decades. This will allow us to examine the spatial dimensions 
of economic development in the GMS, showing the trends in regional growth and regional disparities at the 
urban, subnational, national, and regional levels. This will help in determining the locations of economic 
growth and the spatiotemporal developments in the GMS. We will also examine growth trends at cross-
border locations. Specifically, we seek to find some evidence of regional integration in the GMS by zooming 
in the spillover effects of developments around the borders. We shall try to uncover spillover effects on the 
Lao PDR–Thailand borders by using cross-border trade statistics by border posts. 

RESEARCh PLAN

Using NTL and land cover data, we seek to overcome the significant data limitation typical of many developing 
countries. Our research strategy consists of three stages or tasks: (i) compile data related to regional growth 
and disparity; (ii) analyze spatiotemporal developments in the GMS (such as growth trends, disparities, and 
urbanization) and the mechanisms that underlie such developments; and (iii) make projections of the spatial 
developments in the GMS up to 2030. 

Task 3.1   Compile Geographic Information Systems data related to regional Growth 
and disparity in the Greater Mekong Subregion

Regional data at the subnational level are usually not available in most of the GMS members. We plan to 
construct a comprehensive GIS database that covers the region since the early 1990s. This will be done by 
using NTL, land cover, and population density data. The data show different aspects of spatial developments.
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Subtask 3.1.1:  Compile nighttime light Information at the Smallest Possible administrative 
Boundary for each Greater Mekong Subregion Member Country

NTL, especially from the Defense Meteorological Satellite Program Operational Linescan System, is 
currently the most widely used remote-sensing data in the economic literature. We will combine NTL data 
with the Database of Global Administrative Areas, a freely available database on administrative boundaries) 
to compile annual panel data such as the sum of intensity and lit area at the smallest possible geographical 
boundary between 1992 and 2013. Since 2013 is the latest year for which the Defense Meteorological 
Satellite Program Operational Linescan System data are available, we plan to extend the NTL data by 
making use of the higher resolution Visible Infrared Imaging Radiometer Suite mounted on Suomi National 
Polar-Orbiting Partnership, which is available monthly and free of charge. The spatial resolution of these 
NTL data is 500 meters–1,000 meters.

Greater Mekong 
Subregion: 
Nighttime Light
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Subtask 3.1.2:  Compile land Cover data at the Smallest Possible administrative Boundary 
for each Greater Mekong Subregion Member Country

We will use global land cover data sets compiled and published by the National Aeronautics and Space 
Administration (NASA) and the European Space Agency (ESA).22 The land cover data sets generated from 
the Moderate Resolution Imaging Spectroradiometer mounted on NASA’s Earth’s Observing System cover 
the globe annually since 2001 with 16 types of land cover. Other newly generated land cover data source is 
ESA’s Climate Change Initiative data set, which has a special resolution of 300 meters and covers 1992–2015. 
In this project, we will combine these two land cover data sets from NASA and ESA to generate a sum of land 
area by land cover types by smallest available administrative boundaries between 1992 and the present.

Subtask 3.1.3: Compile Per Capita Figures of data Generated in Subtasks 3.1.1 and 3.1.2

Here, we will obtain population density information and compile per capita figures of NTL and many types of 
land cover to be used to examine regional disparities in the GMS.

Task 3.2   Identify regional Growth and disparities in the Greater Mekong Subregion 
using Geographic Information Systems data

 • evolution of the Spatial development of the Greater Mekong Subregion during the last 3 decades

By using disparity measures, based on compiled GIS data over the last 3 decades, we can gain an 
understanding of the spatial developments in the GMS at different levels of spatial units (urban, country, 
GMS). We shall construct indicators to capture the spatial development of the different regions and discuss 
the relation with the national spatial planning and with the gross domestic product growth at the national 
level (Subtasks 3.2.1–3.2.3).

 • analysis of the Mechanisms that underlie the Greater Mekong Subregion Spatial development

By focusing on border regions, we will examine the presence of development spillovers within the  GMS 
(Subtask 3.2.4). We also will study in detail the Lao PDR–Thailand cross-border connectivity (Subtask 3.2.5). 
These shall allow us to discuss the evidence of the benefits of the GMS interventions, which can be supported 
by additional policy interventions. 

Subtask 3.2.1: examine regional Growth and disparities by Country and region

This task will focus on aggregate figures for each country. This will help us explain the observable changes in 
growth and disparities (e.g., Gini and Theil indices).

22 Land cover refers to the data on land utilization such as forest, vegetation, and human settlement.
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Subtask 3.2.2: examine regional Growth and disparity in the Greater Mekong Subregion

Analyze Subtask 3.2.1 by combining all regions in the Greater Mekong Subregion.

Subtask 3.2.3: Compute Consistent Measures of urbanization

The definition of urban area varies across countries. To compare the spatiotemporal processes of urbanization, 
we will analyze remote-sensing data by establishing consistent measures of urbanization based  on a 
harmonized definition. This will allow us to examine the evolution of urbanization in the GMS with time-
invariant thresholds in the data (NTL).

Subtask 3.2.4: analyze the Spillover effects of development along Border regions

We will take snapshots of border regions to try to detect and estimate spillovers of regional developments. 
Without regional cooperation and infrastructure for international connectivity, such spillovers cannot be 
observed. Therefore, this task shall seek evidence of the benefits of regional integration and cooperation. 
Since the extent of such spillover effects may be small and local, we will gather and analyze information on all 
possible border posts in the regions.

Subtask 3.2.5:  regional Integration: a Case Study of the lao People’s democratic republic 
and Thailand

The objective of this task is to shed light on the specific mechanisms of regional integration. The scale and 
scope of the cross-border flow of people and goods on the ground reveals that regional integration has 
progressed unevenly among subnational regions in the GMS. This task aims to capture the level of integration 
based on the cross-border flow of people and goods within the GMS. Using detailed cross-border trade 
statistics between the Lao PDR and Thailand, we will analyze the degree of connectivity between the two 
countries. It will not be possible to extrapolate from one case study to the whole GMS, but this analysis might 
shed important lessons.

Task 3.3   Policy recommendations: what does the Future landscape  
of the Greater Mekong Subregion look like? 

This task aims to explore the future spatial development of the GMS. Information on the future landscape 
is essential for policy making, e.g., long-term policies such as national spatial planning, urban planning, and 
industrial location policy. Using data for the last 3 decades, we predict the time series trends for the next 
decades in urbanization, regional growth, and regional disparities. Based on predictions and the previous 
subtasks, we discuss policy recommendations, which will entail the following: (i) predicting growth rates of 
key variables; (ii) comparing them with the United Nations World Urbanization Prospects (2020–2050), and 
(iii) addressing the dilemma of whether to invest in urban or rural areas.



About the Greater Mekong Subregion: Moving Forward Together
The knowledge program will contribute to designing a long-term vision of the Greater Mekong 
Subregion (GMS). It will support the modernization of GMS through a ‘long jump forward’ 
in its thinking about development; and in its understanding of the powerful role of regional 
cooperation. The report has three research plans that use state-of-the-art methodologies, 
and are quantitative, graphic, and complementary.
 
About the Greater Mekong Subregion Economic Cooperation Program
The Greater Mekong Subregion (GMS) is made up of Cambodia, the Lao People’s Democratic 
Republic, Myanmar, the People’s Republic of China (specifically Yunnan Province and 
Guangxi Zhuang Autonomous Region), Thailand, and Viet Nam. In 1992, with assistance 
from the Asian Development Bank and building on their shared histories and cultures, 
the six countries of the GMS launched a program of subregional economic cooperation—
the GMS Program—to enhance their economic relations. The GMS Program covers the 
following priority sectors: agriculture; energy; environment; health and other human resource 
development; information and communication technology; tourism; transport; transport and 
trade facilitation; urban development; and border economic zones.

About the Asian Development Bank
ADB is committed to achieving a prosperous, inclusive, resilient, and sustainable Asia and 
the Pacific, while sustaining its efforts to eradicate extreme poverty. Established in 1966, it is 
owned by 68 members—49 from the region. Its main instruments for helping its developing 
member countries are policy dialogue, loans, equity investments, guarantees, grants, and 
technical assistance.
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Asian Development Bank
6 ADB Avenue, Mandaluyong City
1550 Metro Manila, Philippines
Fax: +63 2 636 2226
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