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ForEWorD
The Asian Development Bank (ADB) has been assisting the Greater Mekong Subregion (GMS) Economic 
Cooperation Program since 1992. The program has accomplished a lot because of proactive cooperation of its six 
member countries—Cambodia, the People’s Republic of China, the Lao People’s Democratic Republic, Myanmar, 
Thailand, and Viet Nam. The progress is reflected in terms of improvements in infrastructure connectivity, promotion 
of trade and investment, stimulation of economic growth, and reduction of poverty. However, such progress has 
not been without some adverse impacts on the environment. Based on such recognition, the countries adopted a 
10-year strategic framework in 2002 to address the growing environmental degradation. The framework noted that 
“environmental considerations must be at the forefront of all decision-making regarding development projects.” 

The GMS 2020 International Conference – Balancing Economic Growth and Environmental Sustainability – provided 
the setting to review progress under the 2002-2011 strategic framework, and to consider the subregion’s potential 
and challenges in the coming decade and beyond. The conference was highly successful, mainly because of 
valuable contributions from nearly 240 participants representing several stakeholder groups including the GMS 
governments, the private sector, development partners, academia, and civil society. 

The central theme of the conference – food-water-energy nexus, which is already at the forefront of political and 
scientific debate in the GMS – attracted most attention from participants. A nexus approach can enhance water, 
energy and food security by increasing efficiency, reducing trade-offs, and building synergies across sectors. Many 
presentations, therefore, focused on deepening the awareness and understanding of the nexus as a basis for 
transition to climate resilient and green economic pathways of development.  Several presenters stressed that vision 
and courage to transcend conventional sectoral approaches and silo thinking is crucial to advance the pursuit of 
sustainability in the subregion. 

The GMS is poised to grow at 7.5% annually, doubling its economic output by 2020. However, increasing resource 
constraints, in particular finite land and water resources (though renewable), suggest that innovative ways of 
achieving higher resource efficiency will be vital to support future development. In addition, institutional innovations 
including effective governance structures supported by both private and public sector investments are essential to 
facilitate the integrated management of energy, water, and agriculture systems in the GMS. ADB is committed to play 
its part in assisting countries in the subregion to achieve this goal by mobilizing additional financial resources and 
developing new knowledge products. 

It is hoped that this publication will promote a more positive image of the GMS and contribute to the development 
of policies and measures necessary for the subregion to improve its economic competiveness while protecting 
environmental integrity.

Kunio Senga,
Director General, Southeast Asia Regional Department (SERD)

Asian Development Bank
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WelCOme RemaRks

by

Craig Steffensen, 
Country Director, 

ADB Thailand Resident Mission 
at the 

Gms 2020 International Conference: Balancing 
economic Growth with environmental sustainability

20 February 2012

Swasdee Khrap, Good Morning!
I am Craig Steffensen, Country Director for the Asian 
Development Bank based here in Bangkok. 

And welcome to this 2-day gathering to discuss the Food-
Water-Energy nexus.

Nowhere was this nexus so clear as in Thailand recently. 
Exceptionally heavy rains in August and September 2011, 
accompanied by four tropical storms caused Thailand’s 
worst flooding since 1942. 

The death toll exceeded 700 persons and 4 million 
households or about 13 million people in 64 of 
Thailand’s 77 provinces were affected by flood waters, 
with widespread damage and loss to homes, factories, 
businesses, transport and energy infrastructure, social 
service facilities, and crops and livestock. 

The total economic damages and losses caused by the 
floods are estimated at about $45 billion, which, I think, 
makes it the fifth most costly national disaster on record. 
It is probably not an exaggeration to say that those who 
were affected by the floods, myself included, know first 
hand the interrelationship between food, water and energy. 
Bangkok, and most parts of Thailand, faced severe 
shortages of all three for months on end due to factory 
and business closures and supply chains being cut off by 
flood waters and energy outages. I think all of us remember 
the days when it was pretty hard to find a bottle of water 
or our favorite orange juice on supermarket shelves. 
Thailand’s agriculture took a big hit in 2011 because so 
much farmland was affected.

So perhaps, the most important take away message from the 
2011 flood is the importance of inter-sectoral coordination 
to mitigate future disasters. Water management, in 
particular, requires a sound understanding of the big 
picture – requirements for hydropower, agriculture, industry 
and domestic consumption and the need to maintain the 
integrity of natural systems that buffer the extreme effects 
of fluctuating weather patterns are critical. 

The theme of this Conference: Balancing Economic 
Growth with Environmental Sustainability is very pertinent 
therefore to Thailand and to the Greater Mekong Subregion. 

With these words, Welcome!

I would now like to call upon the Deputy Permanent 
Secretary of the Ministry on Natural Resources and 
Environment, Khun Mingquan Wichayarangsaridh, to 
inaugurate the GMS 2020 Conference.

Thank you very much.  

Welcome Remarks
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InauGuRal speeCh

by

Mrs Mingquan Wichayarangsaridh
Deputy Permanent Secretary

Ministry of Natural Resources and Environment, 
Thailand 

at
Gms 2020 International Conference: Balancing 

economic Growth and environmental sustainability
 20 February 2012

Royal Orchid Sheraton Hotel & Tower, Bangkok

Swasdee Kha,
Honorable Vice Minister Dr Parisak of Lao PDR, 
Your Excellencies from Cambodia, People’s Republic of 
China, Lao PDR, Myanmar and Viet Nam, 
Mr Stephen Groff, Vice President of the Asian Development 
Bank, distinguished guests, ladies and gentlemen.

It gives me a great pleasure today to inaugurate the 
International Conference of the Greater Mekong Subregion 
– GMS 2020 on behalf of the Minister of Natural Resources 
and Environment who is now on other mission. Although he 
is unable to attend this conference, he sends his warmest 
greetings to us all and wishes this Conference a success.  

The timing of the GMS 2020 International Conference is 
indeed very appropriate after Thailand recovers from the 
devastating floods of 2011. The theme of the Conference 
“Food-Water-Energy nexus” is highly relevant and critically 
important at this juncture of development and growth in the 
countries of the GMS. 

Excellencies,
Ladies and gentlemen,
Most developing countries enjoyed a relatively high level of 
economic growth over the last three decades accompanied 
by rapid industrialization, urbanization, and agricultural 
intensification. This growth relied extensively on the 
country’s abundant and diverse natural resources. It has 
led to the degradation of land and water quality, caused the 
loss of natural habitats, and generated increasing levels 
of air and water pollution. 

The current trends of natural resources declining and 
environmental degradation show that there are persistent 
implementation gaps, according to the commitments of 
the landmark Conference of 1972, the Earth Summit in 

1992 and the World Summit on Sustainable Development 
in 2002. Many commitments made by the international 
community have not been fully met at the time when 
the world is still suffering from the repercussion of 
multiple crises. The GMS is more or less threaten by the 
aforementioned crises.

However, since 1992, the six GMS countries; Cambodia, 
People’s Republic of China, Lao PDR, Myanmar, Thailand, 
and Viet Nam have agreed to work together on development 
of linked system of infrastructure and trade designed to 
support economic development goals. Moreover, the GMS 
countries have a Strategic Development Framework (SDF) 
to cooperate in major areas, one of which is to protect 
the environment and promote sustainable use of shared 
natural resources. 

Excellencies,
Ladies and gentlemen,
In Thailand, more than three hundred villages face high 
flood risk each year; droughts, which occur annually can 
cause great damage to agriculture and industry. Nearly 
one third of the country’s land area is classified as medium 
or high risk from drought. Of particular concern is water 
scarcity, which occurs against a backdrop of low availability, 
high pollution, and increased per capita consumption. 

Thailand has 25 river basins with 254 sub-basins. 
Rainwater is one of the most important sources of water. 
Data, however, suggests that Thailand’s per capita water 
resource is less than other countries in the region and 
one third of it flows into the Mekong. The West basins 
have the largest storage capacity with the smallest total 
irrigation area. Existing water storage is about 37 percent 
of the annual runoff, on average, but in fact useable water 
is less. There is tremendous pressure on Thailand’s water 
resources.

Excellencies,
Ladies and gentlemen,
Economic and population growth does not only increase 
demand for water but also induces water pollution. Water 
demand is expected to increase by 35% over the next 
two decades. It is estimated that an increase in Thailand’s 
population from 62 million in 2004 to 73 million by 2024 
would lead to an increase in average water demand from 
the present 57,000 million cubic meters to 77,000 million 
cubic meters over the next two decades.

Inaugural Speech
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The meeting of increased future water needs will require 
effective management and cooperation of stakeholders, 
development of additional water storage capacities, 
increasing efficiencies in water use, reducing waste and 
system losses as well as establishing legal and regulatory 
aspects that enjoy wide acceptance and compliance by 
water users.  

We also wish to avoid the future disproportionately negative 
impacts from man made or natural disasters. Construction 
of uncontrolled settlements in low lying areas, conversion 
of wetlands and riverine areas previously used as a natural 
flood water sinks, weak drainage control and flood water 
management in the peak rainy season, and incidence of 
heavy rainfall led to the most terrible flood disaster that 
ever happened throughout Thailand in the last fifty years. 
It affected around 13 million people across 64 provinces 
and is estimated at the cost of 45 billion US$.

Moreover, rapid industrial expansion and population 
growth as well as the linkage between food-water-energy 
nexus becomes even critical resulting in a need to re-
assess our development paradigms. Industrialization also 
brings with it sharply increasing pollution levels (e.g. solid 
and hazardous waste, air, noise, and water), which can 
cause major health impacts. 

Excellencies,
Ladies and gentlemen,
Thailand has recognized the potential of economic 
development of the adverse social and environmental 
effects both of which are avoidable. In response, the 
Government and the Thai people have launched new 
initiatives to improve air and water quality, reforest 
degraded land, adopt energy efficient technologies, invest 
in pollution abatement schemes, and reduce Greenhouse 
Gas emissions to work towards global targets of climate 
change mitigation. 

In addition, Thailand sincerely believes that unsustainable 
development could be reversed in the future by taking 
actions on green growth. We have included the 
environmental issue into the National Economic and 
Social Development Plan since 1997. The Tenth National 
Economic and Social Development Plan (2007 – 2011) 
pursued the royal direction of His Majesty the King’s 
Sufficiency Economy Philosophy. The philosophy 
emphasizes the balance between the limitations of natural 
resources and environment, which should be conserved 
and used safely and wisely without adversely affecting the 

needs of the present and future generations. The Eleventh 
National Economic and Social Development Plan, which 
begins in 2012 highlights the importance of green economy, 
whereby setting ambitious goals and targets to decouple 
economic growth from environmental degradation in every 
sector of this national development plan.

Excellencies,
Ladies and gentlemen,
As you may know that the United Nations Conference on 
Sustainable Development or “RIO+20” will be held in Rio de 
Janeiro, Brazil, on June 20-22, 2012. We wish this meeting 
an important stepping stone to echo our regional needs and 
means of implementation to the international community. 
We support a “green economy” as well as encourage 
cooperation under the “green economy” issue, such as 
information or knowledge sharing, technology transfer, and 
human resource development in the subregion.

Let me conclude, it is important that the sustainable 
development is for the future of sustainability of natural 
resources and environment as well as the people’s 
livelihood and well-being in the subregion. In the midst of 
threat of climate change and uncertain economy, we must 
have faith and confidence in ourselves and in our destiny. 
Our subregion, linked by the mighty flow of the Mekong 
River, is richly endowed with natural resources and 
economic potential. Thailand is delighted to strengthen 
the cooperation and to work with you all, with ADB, 
development partners and other organizations, to achieve 
our common vision; that is, to free people from poverty 
and provide sustainable development opportunities for all. 

Excellencies,
Ladies and gentlemen,
Thailand welcomes the GMS 2020 - balancing economic 
growth with environmental sustainability and appreciates 
this big gathering of GMS country representatives, experts 
and specialists in food, water, climate change and energy, 
development partners, civil societies, academia, and 
development partners. The Conference gives planners 
and policymakers an opportunity to listen attentively 
and act on the recommendations speedily to meet the 
challenges of this decade and beyond. 

I wish you all a very successful Conference and hope that 
all of you take this opportunity to enjoy staying in Bangkok. 
With these words, I now declare the Conference open. 

Thank you. 
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OpenInG RemaRks

by

Stephen P. Groff, 
Vice President (Operations 2), 

Asian Development Bank

Gms 2020: Balancing economic Growth and 
environmental sustainability International 

Conference

Honorable Vice Minister(s), 
Your excellencies, distinguished guests, colleagues, ladies 
and gentlemen.

Good morning to you all. 

Let me start by first thanking our host country Thailand, 
and particularly Khun Mingquan Wichayarangsaridh of 
the Ministry of Natural Resources and Environment for 
joining me in inaugurating this conference, which assumes 
special significance in the wake of the unfortunate natural 
resource disasters Thailand and many GMS countries 
faced during 2011. 

Ladies and gentlemen, I am honored to join, and speak 
to, this distinguished gathering of Greater Mekong 
Subregion (GMS) policy makers, sustainable development 
researchers, practitioners and development partners.  
We have gathered here to take an objective look at the 
impressive economic prosperity of GMS over the last 
decade. More importantly, we are here to deliberate 
upon the economic development and environmental 
sustainability challenges GMS countries will face during 
the coming decade. I believe this GMS2020 conference 
addresses a critical question confronting not just the Asian 
but the global development community, namely, how best 
to bring about a balanced convergence between economic 
growth and environmental sustainability? 

Equally important and opportune is the timing of this 
conference. GMS leaders at the December 2011 Summit 
in Myanmar endorsed the GMS Strategic Framework 
for 2012-2022. This will guide ADB’s regional economic 
cooperation and integration agenda in the GMS for the 
next decade, but its effective implementation requires 
state-of-the-art developmental knowledge and know-how. 
This has to be done as part of the global economic dynamic 
involving a restructuring and rebalancing of the global 
economy– indeed, robust growth and increasing economic 

sophistication in Asia has shifted the axis on which the global 
economy turns – deeper regional trade and economic and 
political relationships can unlock the most severe constraints 
to growth and can help leverage the construction of a more 
sustainable and inclusive pattern of development. GMS is 
strategically placed to capture these economic development 
opportunities. It is in this context I see the conference 
deliberations and outcomes to be of special relevance as 
it should enable us to design and deploy knowledge based 
development strategies and investments. 

Let me briefly refresh our memories of what the GMS 
countries have achieved so far.  It is an impressive story. 
Guided by the now famous GMS brand, articulated 
through the 3C’s - enhancing ‘connectivity’, increasing 
‘competitiveness’, and achieving a greater sense of 
‘community,’ the GMS has enjoyed a period of sustained 
and buoyant economic growth over the last decade 
averaging 6.5% GDP growth, and as illustrated by the 
countries’ resilience during the recent financial and 
economic crisis, this growth is based on strong foundations 
- whether expressed in terms of income, consumption or 
through composite measures such as the UN’s Human 
Development Index (HDI). In my view, this level of growth 
and prosperity would not have materialized independent 
of the GMS economic cooperation program launched 
by farsighted leaders of the subregion in 1992. Over the 
last decade, the GMS economic cooperation program 
has mobilized over $14 billion in completed and planned 
investments. It has facilitated and delivered multi-modal 
transport systems, anchored through transport/economic 
corridors, energy interconnections, and investments 
in the information superhighway laying the basis for 
expanded physical connectivity, enhanced production 
and employment opportunities, and improved livelihoods. 

The new GMS Strategic Framework (2012-2022) focuses 
on developing “software” to complement the “hardware” 
achievements. Future development of these economic 
corridors will depend on deepening and widening of 
these geographic pathways to align them to the changes 
in technology demands and trade flows within the region. 
These “second generation” investments will need to 
be informed by sound assessment of environmental 
and natural resources. Optimal and efficient use of 
environmental and natural resources will ultimately 
underpin the “competitiveness” of the economic corridors. 

All countries in the GMS now face increased competition 
for resources and rising costs. Growing resource demands 
worldwide as well as in the GMS are encountering a 

Opening Remarks
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growing set of material and ecological constraints – recent 
volatility in commodity markets and “spikes” in food and 
energy prices indicates what the future might hold. 

Food demand from the Mekong River Basin, for instance, 
is projected to increase by 20 to 50 percent by 2030. 
Demands on use of water for food and energy production, 
domestic and industrial use, is exponentially increasing 
while ground and surface water sources are depleting and 
degrading. The management of the food-water-energy 
nexus will be the most critical challenge of this decade. The 
challenges are not only technical in nature, but will also 
call into question the adequacy of our current resource 
governance, management and fiscal regimes. Climate 
change only adds to this already complex and complicated 
policy and practice conundrum.

Sustainability in the 21st century requires investments in 
smart development – getting more food and industrial output 
from the same amount of material and energy inputs. It 
makes business and ecological sense. Stimulating growth 
through green technology and investments can provide 
the financing, innovation platform and political attention to 
begin the process of effecting this transformation – with the 
emphasis on making growth processes resource-efficient, 
cleaner, and more resilient without necessarily slowing 
them. There are existing technologies and practices which 
need to be scaled up and deployed at a larger scale. For 
example, precision agriculture, efficient water supply and 
re-use, and clean (renewable) energy generation fuels and 
other frontier technologies are already part of the “green” 
growth agenda in the region awaiting appropriate policy 
signals and regulatory incentives for “take-off.”   

Improvement of fuel efficiency in freight fleets moving 
across the region would help reduce the cost of logistics, 
simultaneously reducing carbon intensity of regional 
and global supply chains and increasing their business 
performance; in the energy sector, shifting to renewable 
energy and demand side management, including improving 
the efficiency of electricity generation and distribution, will 
help reduce the vulnerability of the region to fuel price 
fluctuations; in the agriculture sector, the focus could be 
on moving to less water intensive crops, improved use of 
biotechnology with lower agro-chemical dependence, and 
intensification rather than expansion. Urban centers need 
to be made cleaner and safer by adopting resource saving 
measures such as rain water harvesting, energy efficiency 
of buildings, and reducing, reusing and recycling wastes.

It is worth noting here that People’s Republic of China 

(PRC) is already “walking the talk” in the region - the 
PRC’s fast-growing labor force in renewable-energy 
generation, is currently estimated at more than 1.1 million 
based on investments of over $17 billion - part of a $468 
billion investment in greening key sectors by 2015. 
ADB has also initiated ambitious, catalytic interventions 
to promote transformational change in clean energy, 
sustainable energy, integrated natural and water resource 
management, sustainable transport and climate resilient 
urban development. Environmentally sustainable growth 
is a key development agenda - in 2010, for example, ADB 
approved 50 projects with environmental sustainability, 
totaling about $4.8 billion – representing a 52% increase 
over 2009 in the number of projects. 

As I mentioned earlier, this Conference gives us an 
opportunity to deliberate upon how the food-water-energy 
nexus should and can drive future economic growth in the 
GMS – which is inclusive and does not compromise our 
ecological infrastructure for current and future growth. The 
Conference provides us a unique opportunity to take stock 
of the developmental achievements of the past decade 
focusing on what lessons of success as well as failure we 
can learn from this journey. I believe our deliberations will 
bring out how critical water has been and will be to our 
food, energy and environmental security; we will notice 
that economic prosperity of the past decade has come at 
a high environmental cost, and this growth pathway is not 
sustainable. Over the next two days you will collectively take 
a hard look at our current food, water and energy situation 
and recommend actions for the future. I am also particularly 
pleased that we have private sector representatives 
to showcase technologies and innovations that are 
environmentally friendly and promote resource efficiencies 
and reduce wastage. Without private sector participation our 
assessments and agenda for the future will not be realized.

We need to chart a pro-poor pro-environment roadmap to 
2020. The challenge is to increase efficiencies in resource 
use, restore and recapitalize the natural resource base, 
safeguard environmental quality while creating jobs 
and sustaining economic growth. ADB stands ready to 
work with GMS countries and development partners to 
shape a roadmap catalyzing investments for a “greener” 
development trajectory in the GMS.

I am confident that this conference will provide us insights, 
and actionable evidence and knowledge for mapping a 
sustainable and resilient economic future for the GMS. 

I wish you all a very successful conference. Thank you. 


