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Economic cooperation became a buzzword in the 1990s. Its significance eclipsed
the hostile character of military alliances conceived during the cold war era. The
fall of  the Berlin Wall in 1989 signaled the end of  the East-West bipolar divide
and redrew national borders—some integrating while others were disintegrating.
Economic cooperation redefined the economic and political borders of countries
in Europe, Asia and North America. It tore down economic borders and loosened
the sovereignties of  nations.

The zenith of all regional economic cooperation was the establishment of the
World Trade Organization during the 1994 Marakkesh Round that set the rules
for international trade and investments. Like kids, countries scrambled into this
game with a new card they wanted to play: free trade. They organized themselves
into regional and subregional groupings.

On the surface were the national leaders casting their hopes for progress on
economic cooperation. Underneath were the International Financial Institutions
(IFIs) providing money and technical assistance to these regional and subregional
coalitions. The Asian Development Bank (ADB) was the leading IFI in engineering
regional and subregional economic cooperation among countries in the Greater
Mekong Subregion (GMS) consisting of  Burma, Cambodia, Laos, Thailand,
Vietnam and the Yunan Province of  China.

This guidebook, entitled “Mekong In Danger: ADB’s Involvement In The Greater
Mekong Subregion, The Mekong Power Grid and Cambodia” consists of  three
articles that tackle the ADB’s fantasy of   integrating the five countries of  the
Mekong region and a Chinese province into a single market towards a greater
Asian economic community and, eventually, into the global economy.

The first article, “ADB’s Involvement in the Greater Mekong Subregion,” tackles
the ADB’s strategic framework for the GMS involving different programs and
projects from 1992 up to the present.
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The second part of  this guidebook, “The ADB and the Mekong Power Grid,”
investigates what’s behind the planned power interconnections that will integrate
the existing power systems in the region and this power grid’s link to the
controversial dams.

The last part, “ADB’s Involvement in Cambodia,” is an article that pays special
attention to one of the poorest countries in the Mekong region, one which emerged
from decades of  political turmoill, political and economic transition, and how
its economic health performed after receiving doses of  “assistance” from the
ADB and other IFIs.

Arturo C. Nuera
January 2005
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