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Dear Colleagues: 

A very good morning to you all. 

I am pleased we are holding this technical workshop as part of our semi-annual 

meeting, and more importantly before the 5th GMS Summit in Bangkok in 
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December this year, and as a lead up to finalizing the program for the 4th GMS 

Environmental Ministers Meeting in January next year.  

 

GMS countries deserve congratulations on impressive economic performance 

and prosperity over last decade or so; all across GMS, poverty rates have 

declined in measurable and noticeable manner across the subregion. GMS 

economy has grown from over $200 billion in 2000-2001 to over $950 billion in 

2012. Physical infrastructure stock in terms of transport and energy has grown 

substantially during last two decades of the GMS Economic Cooperation 

Program.   

While, we have a reasonably good idea about the contribution the physical 

infrastructure stock has made in supporting and delivering this prosperity, both 

policy makers and person on the street intuitively seems to recognize and 

appreciate this contribution. Unfortunately, I believe this is not the case with 

respect to natural capital that underpinned this growth. 

 

While most of us understand that natural capital is crucial to food, water, and 

energy security and  is essential to the livelihoods of many millions of people 

here in the GMS, this understanding has not translated into actions and 
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investments at a scale commensurate with the situation. This is not just a GMS 

challenge, it is a universal one.  

 

This challenge will become even greater in scale and scope for GMS, ASEAN 

Economic Community (AEC) comes into play in 2015. The AEC will integrate 

large markets and open up new trade and investment opportunities. The GMS is 

in a privileged position to benefit from this economic integration since the 

subregion is located at the heart of ASEAN, and represents ASEAN’s gateway to 

the People’s Republic of China as well as to South Asia.  

 

Here in Myanmar, recent reforms have unleashed a new wave of development 

opportunities both for Myanmar and the GMS. These opportunities build on 

Myanmar’s strategic location as well as its vast resources and untapped markets. 

With an established economic cooperation program that has spanned over 20 

years, GMS countries are well-positioned to deepen collaboration with Myanmar 

to jointly capitalize on these opportunities, and accelerate the path of shared 

prosperity. 

 

However, the subregion’s economic and social wellbeing cannot be sustained 

unless we perform much better in protecting and enhancing our natural capital – 
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which to me means air, land/farm land, water and ecosystem services associated 

with these natural assets. Despite efforts to promote sustainable and equitable 

development in the GMS, natural wealth is declining rapidly. An estimated 10-

12% of GDP in the GMS is lost every year through the overexploitation of forests, 

land, wildlife, fisheries, as well as from pollution of ecosystems. Some costs of 

pollution are well known – such as air pollution caused mortality and health 

costs. Recent research by US scientist indicates that in India, short-lived climate 

pollutants such as smog resulted in 50 percent reduction in wheat yields. Air 

pollution is having direct costs in terms of loss productivity and production of 

grain production, and translates into substantial losses to both farming 

households as well as the state exchequer in terms of production losses.  So 

work done by our WWF partners in lower Mekong countries, indicates that if 

current trends of ecosystem loss continue, forgone services over the next 25 

years could cost the lower Mekong countries over $55 billion. 

 

Investments to protect and enhance natural capital in the GMS continue to be 

well short of what’s needed. Meanwhile, economic growth, large scale economic 

investments, and climate change will put increasing pressures on natural capital. 

Unless better planned, managed and financed, the natural capital base in the 

GMS will continue to erode. As a region, we clearly need a more effective and 
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inclusive approach to protect, restore and maintain the natural assets of the 

subregion.  

 

Securing high-level political commitment to scale up and improve investments in 

natural capital is an essential step. The Fourth GMS Environment Ministers’ 

Meeting (EMM4), which will be held here in Myanmar in January next year, 

provides us with an excellent platform to build this commitment, and take forward 

the call for green growth made by Ministers at the third EMM in Cambodia. At 

EMM4 we must seize our opportunity to raise political and public awareness 

about the importance of natural capital, what is happening to it, and why it 

matters. But most importantly, we need to develop a shared understanding of 

what we need to do, how we need to do it, and who can do what.  

 

At EMM4, we will have in attendance our environment Ministers, senior officials 

from key sectors, multilateral development agencies and development banks, 

bilateral development partners, business and civil society representatives, 

including youth. If we succeed in pulling together and empowering all these 

actors and players in a coherent action plan for investing in natural capital, we 

would have made an important contribution toward a more inclusive and green 

GMS, and GMS economic cooperation program in general.  
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Government officials, many are here today and attending the Semi-Annual 

Meeting, we hope they will be our Ambassadors to their respective finance, 

planning, and sector ministries to incorporate the value of natural capital in 

investment decisions. This will also allow ADB, and ADB staff like me and my 

colleagues, to further strengthen the environmental sustainability and inclusive 

growth dimensions of the GMS Regional Investment Framework (RIF) and the 

GMS  RIF Implementation Plan (2014-2018).  

 

Therefore, today’s workshop is a key step towards securing strategic and 

tangible outcomes from EMM4. We will collaboratively develop key messages 

and concrete actions to present at EMM4 through a Call for Action and other 

means. These messages and actions will of course need to be substantiated by 

compelling evidence. Following this, we will deliberate the potential of a regional 

partnership on natural capital, and how it could unlock much needed 

investments- in terms of knowledge and finance.   

 

Throughout the day, you will be discussing key questions. These include: How to 

make a convincing case for natural capital investment?  What are the urgent 

actions required by public, private, and civil society actors? How can we work 



7 
 

better with the business sector? And how can a partnership promote and pioneer 

effective ways of unlocking investments in natural capital in the GMS? These are 

challenging questions, but I believe that together we can explore and develop the 

solutions. I look forward to participating in a productive and successful workshop. 


