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Introduction 
The Forty-seventh Meeting of the GMS Tourism Working Group (TWG-47) was 

held on 27 May 2021 via video conference call (Zoom). Its main objective was to 
discuss the COVID-19 situation in the respective GMS member countries, tourism 
reopening plans and the Mekong Tourism Communications Recovery Plan. The 
meeting was chaired by the Viet Nam National Administration of Tourism (VNAT), 
Ministry of Culture, Sports and Tourism, Co-chaired by the Asian Development 
Bank (ADB) and organized/moderated by the Mekong Tourism Coordinating Office 
(MTCO). It was attended by senior and mid-level officials representing the National 
Tourism Organizations (NTOs) of the six Greater Mekong Subregion countries 
(Cambodia, People’s Republic of China [PRC], Lao PDR, Myanmar, Thailand, and 
Viet Nam), MTCO, and the Asian Development Bank (ADB). Copy of the List of 
Participants is in Appendix 1.  

Agenda Item 1 
Housekeeping Notes 
 

1. The MTCO, as moderator of the videoconference call, guided the meeting 
with some housekeeping and time management notes.   
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Agenda Item 2 
Opening Session 
 
Opening Remarks by the Vice Chariman, Vietnam National Administration 
of Tourism (VNAT), Viet Nam: 
 

 
 

2. Dr. Ha Van Sieu, Vice Chair of 
VNAT warmly welcomed all delegates. 
He recognized the importance of 
Mekong countries’ efforts cooperate 
on COVID-19 pandemic prevention 
and recovery, especially in the tourism 
industry. He noted that in this second 
year of COVID-19 pandemic, 
international travel restrictions are still 
imposed but recent launch of COVID-
19 vaccine programs has brightened 
the situation. He reported that Viet 
Nam started rolling out its COVID-19 
vaccination program in March 2021 
and tourism workers are among one 
of the priority groups for vaccination. 
Moreover, the Prime Minister of Viet 
Nam has instructed transportation, 
tourism, and health sectors to plan for 
the re-opening of international flight 

routes and prepare for use of vaccine 
passports and digital travel passes. 
VNAT, in consultation with provincial 
governments, is tasked with 
developing a reopening plan for 
foreign visitors. He emphasized the 
need for all countries to work together 
to overcome the pandemic and pave 
the way for tourism recovery. He 
encouraged everyone to actively 
discuss and contribute ideas for 
reviving tourism in the GMS. He hoped 
to see all in Viet Nam for the Mekong 
Tourism Forum 2022. A provisional 
agenda can be found in Appendix 2. 
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Remarks from Asian Development 
Bank 

3. Mr. Alfredo Perdiguero, head 
of the ADB delegation, thanked 
Viet Nam for hosting and chairing 
the meeting, and all country 
delegations for their active 
participation and tireless efforts to 
support the tourism industry 
during the COVID-19 pandemic. 
He also appreciated MTCO’s 
efforts in co-organizing the 
meeting and keeping GMS tourism 
stakeholders connected during 
these challenging times. He 
highlighted that the Tourism 
Working Group has uniquely 
established its own Secretariat, 
the MTCO, which is funded by 
country contributions, this 
reflecting GMS countries’ strong 
commitment to GMS Tourism 
cooperation. He noted the current 
tourism downturn is significantly 
undermining GMS prosperity and 
recognized successful GMS 
efforts to manage the pandemic. 
These include vaccination 
programs that will help re-start 
international travel. ADB stands 
with the GMS and is helping the 
subregion beat COVID-19 through 
its COVID-19 Pandemic Response 
Option, which to date has 
extended $2 billion in assistance to 
GMS countries.  ADB is also 
expected to approve the first $95 
million in GMS vaccine financing 
under its Asia Pacific Vaccine 
Access Facility in the second half 
of 2021. He added that the GMS 
Strategy 2030 and COVID-19 
Recovery Plan strongly promote 
regional cooperation to rebuild 
tourism safely and sustainably. 
Both documents have 
incorporated the TWG’s valuable 
inputs. ADB also values feedback 

on the draft GMS Tourism 
Recovery Communications Plan 
and ideas on how ADB could 
support GMS countries implement 
the Plan.  

 

Remarks from Executive Director, 
Mekong Tourism Coordinating 
Office 

4. Mr. Jens Thraenhart, Executive 
Director of the MTCO, thanked VNAT 
for chairing the virtual meeting. He 
also thanked the Tourism Working 
Group for their trust in him to act on 
their behalf, now on his 7th year. He 
recognized that tourism is vital for the 
socio-economic development in the 
GMS. He pointed out that while the 
pandemic showed tourism 
vulnerability, many believe, it also 
brings opportunities to reset tourism 
and make it more responsible and 
sustainable. He reiterated the aim for 
a balanced tourism recovery and 
holistic destination management and 
putting stakeholders’ engagement at 
its core. Towards this aim, the MTCO 
has successfully initiated programs to 
showcase small businesses and 
develop innovative, collaborative 
social media campaigns that garnered 
international recognition. He cited that 
GMS tourism branding of “Unlimited 
Experiences” is consistent with what 
people will be looking for when travel 
resume and public-private 
collaboration will be key in protecting 
these local and authentic experiences. 
The Mekong Tourism partnership 
framework can be part of a broader 
strategy to facilitate tourist access, 
enhance quality and efficiency and 
improve the destination experience. 
He emphasized that as the role of 
destination marketing organizations 
evolves, so must its business model 
where the public and private sectors 
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must collaborate and change 
traditional mindsets.   
 

5. On behalf of Dr. Ha Van Sieu, 
Mr. Tran Phu Cuong, Director General 
of VNAT was appointed Chair of the 
meeting. He opened the floor for 
comments and approval of the 
provisional TWG-47 agenda. The 

agenda was deemed approved after 
noting the switching of the order of 
items under Agenda 5. Given a full-
packed agenda, he requested 
everyone to be mindful of the time 
allocated for each agenda item.   

6. Copies of the opening remarks 
in this session are in Appendix 3.

 
 

Agenda Item 3 
GMS NTO Interventions: GMS Situation Updates 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

7. NTO representatives of the six GMS countries gave updates on their 
respective country situation during COVID-19 and their planned tourism recovery 
initiatives and strategies as follows: 
 

8. Cambodia reported that in terms of tourism performance in 2020, it received 
1.3 million international tourists which was down by 80% compared to 2019. With 
the government’s commitment and efforts to fight COVID-19, domestic tourism 
recovered in 2020 with 7.2 million Cambodian who enjoyed all main destinations in 



 

6 
47th Meeting of the GMS Tourism Working Group (TWG-47) 

 

the country. However, there was a substantial COVID-19 community outbreak on 
20 February 2021; of 26 May 2021, Cambodia has a total of 26,989 positive cases 
of which 19,772 recovered and 190 fatalities. Because of the spike in infections, the 
Government implemented on 15 April to 6 May 2021 lock down measures in Phnom 
Penh and nearby Takhmao area. 
 

9. In response to the negative impact of the COVID-19 pandemic, the 
Government launched 8 rounds of additional support measures from April to June 
2021 which included exemption of all tourism license renewal fees nationwide until 
the end of 2021.Other initiatives include: (i) safety and hygiene protocols are applied 
in tourism businesses such restaurants, food courts, hotels, tourist transport, 
community-based tourism, sports tourism, etc.; (ii) the Ministry of Tourism has been 
conducting an upskilling and reskilling program through e-learning platforms to 
retain talent and skills in tourism sector; (iii) developing key strategic documents like 
Roadmap for Tourism Recovery Plan, Tourism Development Strategic Plan (2021-
2035); (iv) focus on Eco-tourism products; and (v) COVID-19 vaccination program 
which started on 10 Feb 2021 and as of 21 May has administered first dose to 
2,306,456 people. The Government is considering accepting international tourists 
who have been vaccinated to Siem Reap-Angkor and its surrounding destinations 
in Quarter 4 of 2021.  
 

10. PRC informed that in the last 12 months, most of the time, no confirmed 
domestically transmitted COVID-19 cases in mainland China. In terms of their 
COVID-19 pandemic prevention and control program, they have issued on 14 May 
2021, the 8th Edition of Protocol on Prevention and Control of Novel Corona Virus 
Pneumonia as well as administered 527.253 million shots of vaccine to mainland 
China population (as of 24 May 2021). For tourism-related performance/recovery, 
domestic tourism data for their recent 5-day May 2021 holiday indicate an increase 
in domestic tourists (230 million persons) by 120% compared to same period in 
2020 and by 3.5% compared to same period in 2019. For the same 5-day May 
holiday, tourism receipts or revenue was at 113.23 billion Yuan representing an 
increase of 138% compared to 2020 and but still 23% less than 2019 figures. Rail 
and Air passengers increased by 11% and 173.9% respectively compared to 2020 
figures in the same period. The Ministry of Culture and Tourism of China has been 
supporting the holding of international fairs and exhibits such as CITM, Beijing 
International Health Tourism Expo, and China ASEAN Expo Tourism Exhibition. 
Events are also being planned for: (i) Coastal and Marine Tourism; (ii) Mountain 
Tourism; (iii) Smart Tourism; (iv) Lancang-Mekong Tourism Cities Cooperation 
Alliance; and (v) Culture and Tourism weeks. 
 

11. Lao PDR reported that as of 26 May 2021, there have been 1,883 confirmed 
COVID-19 cases in the country of which 1,261 recovered and 2 fatalities.  Under 
their COVID-19 vaccination program, 614,566 already got their first dose,136,219 
of which also got their second dose.  In terms of 2020 tourist arrivals, it reached 
886,447 which was an 81% decrease compared to 2019. The short-term and long-
term recovery strategies and themes focus on (i) economic relief to revive tourism; 
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(ii) building confidence in travel and strengthen the sector; and (iii) upgrade, expand 
and diversify. 
 

12. Myanmar informed that as of 25 May 2021, COVID-19 confirmed cases 
reached 143,296 with 3,216 deaths. In terms of COVID-19 vaccination, 1.7 million 
people received doses, including people from tourism industry. Current initiatives to 
revitalize tourism in Myanmar include: (i) development of Tourism National 
Guidelines for COVID-19 Safe Services through the adoption of the “Enchanting 
Myanmar Health & Safety Protocol (HSP)” to help restore tourists trust and 
confidence; and (ii) the Myanmar Tourism Strategic Recovery Roadmap (MTSRR) 
2021-2025 which includes a 1-year detailed action plan, 18 strategies and 93 
specific actions prioritized according to immediate, medium or long term. Some of 
the specific actions under MTSRR that were undertaken include: (i) formation of 
committees for different types of tourism to guide the development of alternative 
tourism products both for international and domestic tourists; (ii) formation of 
Destination Management Organizations in the Regions and States with 
representatives of public, private and local communities; and (iii) Implementation of 
ASEAN Framework to Facilitate Travel Bubble Schemes. 
 

13. Thailand updated that as of 26 May 2021, there were 137,894 COVID-19 
positive cases, 91,765 of which recovered and 873 deaths. A total of 3,147,227 
have been vaccinated against COVID-19 and 7,944,411 vaccination appointments 
are to be served. Thailand’s COVID-19 recovery initiatives and measures include 
the following: (i) Medical and Public Health Measures (establishment of 150 field 
hospitals, active case finding to prevent spread and COVID-19 vaccination); (ii) 
Measures to assist business operators (The reduction in electricity & water bills) (iii) 
Measures to boost tourism (Amazing Thailand Safety & Health Administration (SHA); 
(iiii) Measures to boost the economy (We Travel Together -travel subsidy, Tour Tiew 
Thai, Khon La Khrueng- government pays half of purchase, Rao Chana- co-
payment scheme with government, Mo 33 Rao Rak Kan-assist employees under 
Section 33 of SSA & state enterprise employees and COVID-19 Security Loan). 
Thailand also shared their plan to reopen the country to international tourists which 
will be in 4 phases, starting with accepting vaccinated tourists in designated areas.  
 

14. Viet Nam informed there were 5,971 confirmed COVID-19 cases, 2,794 
recoveries and 44 fatalities. COVID-19 vaccination program started on 8 March 
2021 and 1 million have been vaccinated. Tourism personnel are among the priority 
population to be vaccinated.  The country continued to implement dual policy 
priorities of preventing and combating the COVID-19 epidemic while maintaining 
socio-economic activities. Recent specific actions include extending the quarantine 
period from 14 days to 21 days and social distancing at two levels. It was highlighted 
that clinical trials of 4 domestic manufacturers have shown very promising results. 
Because of the new wave of COVID-19 infections, since 22 March 2020, foreigners’ 
entry has been suspended but will Viet Nam will consider re-opening to those 
already vaccinated by 3rd quarter of 2021.  The Government support programs 



 

8 
47th Meeting of the GMS Tourism Working Group (TWG-47) 

 

(fiscal and monetary incentives and policies) as well as public-private marketing 
efforts continued to be implemented. 
 

15. Copies of country reports/presentations are in Appendix 4. 
 

Discussion: 
 

16. The Chair added that Viet Nam’s target for vaccination is 100% of its 
population but at least 75% to attain community immunity. He congratulated all 
countries for efforts in revitalizing the tourism sector which is very important to each 
economy. The lessons learned from each country are good to consider.  

Agenda Item 4 
Mekong Tourism Recovery Communications Plan 
 

17. Mr. Jens Thraenhart of MTCO first thanked ADB for the technical assistance 
in preparing the Mekong Tourism Recovery Communications Plan and the countries 
for their participation in the collaborative workshops which were a source of 
invaluable information and insights. He then presented key findings from situation 
analysis and stakeholder workshops including the objective of the plan which is to 
guide dissemination of accurate and engaging information to support a safe and 
sustainable GMS tourism recovery. He emphasized that the plan is not a duplication 
of efforts domestically but rather be an overarching framework to integrate these 
efforts and make tourism collaboration in the Mekong region successful. He also 
presented the recovery communication principles, key messages, source markets 
and messaging, reopening priorities, phases, key implementation entities & roles, 
and monitoring. The success of the implementation of the plan depends heavily on 
funding and support from donor and development partners, as well as the 
engagement of the private sector. Destination Mekong, and its Mekong Tourism 
Advisory Group (MeTAG) will be critical in executing the plan, which will include a 
digital tourism recovery campaign to inspire people with storytelling of experiences, 
as well as offers and deals bringing revenues to the businesses.  A copy of Mr. 
Thraenhart’s presentation is in Appendix 5. 
 

18. Mr. Steven Schipani of the ADB added that the Plan drew from GMS national 
recovery plans and can serve as an example of how to amplify a destination-specific 
or a country recovery communications plan.  He welcomed the TWG’s feedback on 
the plan and sought the meetings endorsement for MTCO to discuss the draft with 
Mekong Technical Advisory Group (MeTAG) members. He also asked the TWG to 
identify which activities were prioritized for ADB and other development partner 
support; and to carefully review Appendix 1 to ensure it accurately reflects national 
recovery plans and strategies. 
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Discussion: 
 

19. With the Chair’s permission, the MTCO Executive Director facilitated a 
roundtable discussion on countries feedback and recommendations to finalize the 
plan as follows:    
 

20. Cambodia supports the plan, including the themes, promotion of domestic 
and international (intra GMS and Southeast Asia) tourism, strengthen links with 
private sector, promotion of digital marketing tools such as various social media and 
proposed that when Mekong countries re-open, to consider as first-priority tourists 
who have been vaccinated as well as promote caravan and self-driving tours.  
 

21. PRC agrees in principle on the structure of the plan and appreciated the 
great efforts in preparing it. They requested to adjust paragraphs 5 and 20, as Hong 
Kong is covered by the document’s references to PRC. Additional comments and 
feedback will be sent by email to MTCO if there is any. Mr. Thraenhart noted PRC 
comments and said that adjustments will be made accordingly. 
 

22. Lao PDR supported the draft plan and appreciated learning from PRC and 
other countries on their experience in promoting domestic tourism at this time.  
 

23. Thailand supports the plan as they found it useful for GMS tourism recovery. 
They appreciated that the plan encourages the public and private sectors to work 
together in post-COVID tourism in the region and that the content and activities of 
the plan align with sustainability and inclusivity GMS tourism principles. They also 
agree with the plan’s approach to engage “influencers” and use communication 
channels which they recognize to be effective. 
 

24. Viet Nam in principle supports the initiative to have one voice in  
communicating GMS tourism recovery and offered the following comments for 
consideration: (i) on implementation timeline, reconsider to move start date from 
June to September 2021 since not all Mekong countries are likely to be ready to re-
open international tourism by June 2021; (ii) requested ADB’s support to engage a 
technical expert to coordinate the implementation of the plan to complement MTCO 
personnel resources; and (iii) MTCO to initially target 1 or 2 international markets for 
communications. Viet Nam noted that they would send additional comments to 
MTCO by email. 
 

25. Myanmar in principle fully support the development of the plan and will 
cooperate with Mekong countries and MTCO to implement the plan. Myanmar also 
supports the use of social media for promoting recovery and for ADB to continue 



 

10 
47th Meeting of the GMS Tourism Working Group (TWG-47) 

 

extending technical assistance, especially since MTCO resources from NTO 
contributions are limited. 
 

26. Mr. Schipani briefly summarized the next steps as follows: (i) all TWG editorial 
and other suggestions will be incorporated in the revised plan and accompanying 
presentation; (ii) the implementation timeline will be adjusted to start in September 
2021, to be confirmed in August considering the situation at that time; (ii) MTCO will 
organize consultations with Mekong Tourism Advisory Group (MeTAG) members to 
gather their feedback on the plan – the GMS NTOs are encouraged to join these 
consultations; (iii) ADB will seek modest additional technical assistance resources 
to support some of the plan’s initiatives; (iv) MTCO and the TWG may seek support 
from other development partners and the private sector to implement the plan; and 
(v) MTCO will organize a technical meeting in mid-August 2021 to seek the TWGs 
endorsement of the final-draft plan. 
 

27. On behalf of the GMS countries, the Chair thanked ADB for the very practical 
initiative to help prepare a recovery communications plan while preparing for the 
resumption of international travel. The Chair then moved to the next agenda item.  

Agenda Item 5 
MTCO Key Achievements & Activities 
 

28. Mr. Thraenhart started with a presentation of the GMS scorecard showing 
data for both 2019 and 2020 tourism performance indicators. GMS international 
tourist arrival was at 13.5 million in 2020 and 73.6 million in 2019 while tourist 
receipts were at $27.7 billion in 2020 and $101 billion in 2019. The negative growth 
rate of about 82% for tourist arrivals and 73% for tourist receipts was no surprise.  
 

29. He then reported about the MTCO Coronavirus Resource Update Program 
which is well received by the travel trade, media and consumers. The updated 
information is also made into easy reference infographics, 12 issues have been 
published so far.  MTCO has been issuing e-newsletters in the past but proposes 
to issue every Tuesday a weekly GMS COVID-19 Newsletter with 2/3 bullets per 
country to just highlight what is going on.  If this ok with the countries, information 
from the NTOs will have to be received by MTCO Secretariat by Monday.  
 

30. On digital performance update, since 2014 the website has been 
performing well. It was explained that some fluctuations in Alexa ranking was partly 
because the website was hacked. The stagnation in the number of website visitors 
is largely because of limited advertising budget, which limits visits to organic 
searches and links through social media. The library of documents, Facebook likes, 
and web posts have been steadily increasing and indicative of a solid user-base.   



 

11 
47th Meeting of the GMS Tourism Working Group (TWG-47) 

 

 

31. A key achievement noted by Mr. Thraenhart is the good progress in 
establishing the Mekong Tourism Public-Private Framework, with the MTCO 
representing the public sector and Destination Mekong representing the private 
sector. This public-private collaboration and engagement enabled our marketing 
initiatives to be successful despite the limited resources of MTCO and the TWG.  He 
reiterated his point in his opening remarks that the role of destination marketing 
organizations has been evolving and so must its business model. The pandemic 
heightened the importance and effectiveness of these public-private collaboration 
towards tourism recovery and beyond. He explained further how these 
collaborations work through a schematic diagram and as espoused by UNWTO and 
other development partners. This collaboration may be strengthened by applying a 
legal structure or a more permanent governance behind it. Destination Mekong 
established an interim board of directors which will turn into an elected board of 
directors, voted by the members of the Mekong Tourism Advisory Group (MeTAG), 
before the first quarter of 2022. The Board of Directors will appoint a CEO who will 
run the operations of Destination Mekong and recruit a team. MTCO and Destination 
Mekong co-produced an 80-page Mekong tourism initiatives booklet (an e-copy of 
which is among the meeting documents) to outline the PPP structure, governance, 
and its programs. Programs and initiatives such as Mekong Moments, Mekong Mini 
Movie Festival, MIST, Mekong Heroes, Experience Mekong Collection, and others 
are aligned to the GMS Tourism Sector Strategy and Tourism Marketing Strategy 
published by MTCO, and fall under the oversight and operation of Destination 
Mekong. The development and execution of initiatives is dependent on 
contributions and funding from both the public and private sectors. The key focus 
is now to create a business Plan focused on fund raising to make Destination 
Mekong a sustainable organization.  As the MTCO Executive Director is a member 
of the Board of Directors of Destination Mekong, in order to ensure two-way 
communication and cooperation, Mr Thraenhart proposed for the CEO of 
Destination Mekong to be invited to participate in GMS TWG Meetings. Cambodia, 
through its Ministry of Tourism, officially offered to host the offices of the Destination 
Mekong to support a regional tourism public-private partnership framework. 
Cambodia officially confirmed their commitment to host Destination Mekong, and 
appreciated the opportunity to contribute in establishing Destination Mekong, with 
offices at the Ministry of Tourism Cambodia in Phnom Penh, resources to support 
the operations, and assistance in incorporating Destination Mekong as a legal entity 
in Cambodia. Mr. Thraenhart noted that Destination Mekong is a private sector led 
initiative governed by a Board of Directors, and while the governments and MTCO 
have no oversight over Destination Mekong, hoped that all GMS countries can 
support Cambodia in hosting this important initiative.  Copy of Mr. Thraenhart’s 
presentation is in Appendix 6. 
  

32. On behalf of GMS countries, the Chair thanked and highly appreciated Mr. 
Jens Thraenhart’s efforts and invaluable contributions to the great achievements 
and results of MTCO activities.  The proposal for Cambodia to host Destination 
Mekong is also highly appreciated, and was endorsed. Given that no further 
intervention was heard from the floor, it was endorsed that all GMS countries are 



 

12 
47th Meeting of the GMS Tourism Working Group (TWG-47) 

 

supporting Cambodia’s hosting of the private sector-led regional tourism board 
Destination Mekong initiative, and that all GMS TWG members will support the 
Mekong Tourism Public-Private Partnership framework, and cooperate with 
Destination Mekong.   

Agenda Item 6 
Greater Mekong Subregion Tourism Infrastructure for 
Inclusive Growth Project 
 

33. The Chair opened the afternoon session to take up agenda item 6 where 
relevant countries reported on project implementation status, which is proceeding 
well though there have been some delays because of COVID-19 travel restrictions. 
Mr. Schipani thanked the presenters for preparing very comprehensive reports and 
sharing lessons. He also noted that the projects have substantial resources that 
could be directed to tourism-related COVID-19 preventing and control measures, 
as well as promoting domestic tourism.    
 

34. Cambodia, Lao PDR and Viet Nam presented project implementation status 
for both GMS Tourism Infrastructure for Inclusive Growth Projects I and II. Copies 
of the detailed presentations are in Appendix 7. 
 

Agenda Item 7 
Updates from the Asian Development Bank 
 

35. Mr. Schipani’s presentation updated the meeting on ADB-financed tourism 
projects, technical assistance, and knowledge work ADB is supporting. This is 
mainly focused on infrastructure development in secondary destinations that is 
essential to support an inclusive and green tourism recovery, capacity building to 
revive and better manage tourism, promoting innovative green technologies to 
reduce water and energy in tourism businesses. ADB has also produced several 
tourism-recovery policy briefs and organized policy dialogue/roundtables with GMS 
officials to share knowledge on recovery strategies.  The presentation, with 
hyperlinks to the various ADB-supported initiatives is in Appendix 8. 
 

36. On TIIG I and II projects in Cambodia, Lao PDR and Viet Nam, he pointed 
out that   that these countries are already preparing for the reopening of tourism 
post-COVID by building better (sustainable and inclusive infrastructure) and opening 
secondary destinations. He recognized that it is difficult to organize many capacity-
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building activities given travel restrictions and advised if countries need more time 
to undertake these activities, ADB would be open to extending the project duration.   

37. Regarding GMS Program updates, the 7th GMS Summit originally 
scheduled on 25 March 2021 was postponed for a later date. The two main 
deliverables of the 7th Summit are: (i) GMS Economic Program Strategic Framework 
2030 (GMS-2030); and (ii) GMS COVID-19 Response and Recovery Plan 2021-
2023. The TWG was also informed that the 4th Update of the Regional Investment 
Framework 2022 will soon be undertaken for which the TWG will be consulted on 
project implementation status of tourism projects in the RIF. Simultaneously 
preparation of a New GMS Regional Investment Framework in support of GMS-
2030 will be developed in consultation with various GMS working groups including 
the TWG. 

Discussion: 
 

38. Cambodia requested ADB support for Cambodia projects under the CLV 
Tourism Development Plan 2020-2025 which was endorsed by CLV Leaders in 
December 2020. In response, Mr. Schipani indicated that ADB could finance 
projects/initiatives under the plan and requested concrete proposals upon which to 
base further discussions with the ADB Cambodia Country Team, Ministry of Tourism 
(MOT) and Cambodia’s Ministry of Economy and Finance. Mr. Schipani will follow 
up with ADB’s Cambodia Resident Mission and MOT regarding preliminary project 
proposals.     

Agenda Item 8 
Mekong Tourism Advisory Group (MeTAG) 
 

39. In view of the TWG request in last meeting to give periodic update on the 
activities of the MeTAG, Mr. Thraenhart reported that there are now nearly 120 
members of this group from all member countries and other international 
organizations from the private sector. MeTAG is part of Destination Mekong to give 
a voice to the private sector, get advise on programs and initiatives, and leverage 
the group to promote various initiatives. He hoped that the new MTCO executive 
director would continue the link with the private sector by facilitating meetings with 
MeTAG, among others, under MTCO Board guidance. There are 6 functioning 
MeTAG expert groups: (i) Research & Education; (ii) Arts & Culture; (iii) Wildlife 
Tourism & Conservation; (iv) Food & Agritourism; (v) Child Safety & Protection; (vi) 
Health & Wellness.  Two groups, (vii) Startups & Innovation, and (viii) Sustainability 
& Climate Change are still in development. Mr. Thraenhart updated the TWG of 
activities of each group. More information is detailed in his presentation in Appendix 
9. 
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40. In terms of identifying which expert group may be ready to present at TWG 
meetings to support knowledge sharing, he noted Health & Wellness is a good 
candidate. Lastly, Mr. Thraenhart alerted the TWG that there are two open initiatives 
at this time where he seeks countries to advertise, promote and vote. One is the 
Mekong Innovative Start-ups in Tourism (MIST) and the other is Experience Mekong 
Showcases, both having 31 May 2021 as nomination deadlines.  
 

41. The Chair opened the floor for intervention and hearing none, he concluded 
that all countries agree with the plan of activities of the MeTAG initiative and MTCO 
is requested to continue working with MeTAG and MeTAG expert groups and those 
who can help GMS tourism in the future. The chair, on behalf of the GMS TWG also 
directed the new to be appointed MTCO Executive Director to continue facilitating 
and cooperating with Destination Mekong. The TWG-47 agenda was completed, 
and the Chair thanked everyone for participating.   
 

A 10 minutes virtual break was made before proceeding to the closed-door 
session of the MTCO Board. MTCO Board members were requested to resume 
connection by 3:00 pm (Bangkok Time). 
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Opening Remarks at 47th Meeting of GMS Tourism Working 
Group 

By Dr. Ha Van Sieu,  
Vice Chairman, Vietnam National Administration of Tourism, 

Viet Nam 
on 27th May 2021  

Virtual Meeting via Video Conference Call (Technology: Zoom) 
 

! Mr. Alfredo Perdiguero, Director of Regional Cooperation 
Southeast Department, Asian Development Bank 

! Mr. Jens Thraenhart, Executive Director of Mekong Tourism 
Coordinating Office  

! Head of Delegations of GMS Member Countries 
 

Ladies and Gentlemen, 
 

Today, I am pleased to see experts and passionate colleagues of 
Mekong tourism industry at this virtual Meeting. On behalf of the Leaders 
of Vietnam National Administration of Tourism under Ministry of Culture, 
Sports and Tourism of Vietnam, I warmly welcome esteemed delegates 
participating in the 47th Meeting of Greater Mekong Sub-Region Tourism 
Working Group and the Meeting of the Board of Directors of the Mekong 
Tourism Coordinating Office. This is a regular meeting and is extremely 
important in the context that Mekong countries are boosting cooperation to 
prevent the COVID-19 pandemic and gradually recovering the tourism 
industry against severe impacts of the pandemic. We highly welcome the 
Asian Development Bank for its consistent accompany, continuous 
attention to and practical supports for Mekong tourism sector through 
various tourism projects and initiatives. 

 
Ladies and Gentlemen, 
 
We are in the 2nd year of COVID-19 pandemic. Most countries are 

forced to locked down international travel and impose travel restrictions 
due to the pandemic. However, the recently successful production of 
COVID-19 vaccine has brought about the brighter prospect of the tourism 
industry recovery. Many countries have been discussing about the 
application of “vaccine passports”, EU digital green certificates or airlines 
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are implementing pilot plan of IATA digital Travel Pass to ease travel 
restrictions. 

 
I am delighted to inform you that Viet Nam has launched its COVID-

19 vaccination program since March 2021. In short term, priorities groups 
are front-line workers who directly join in the anti-pandemic efforts. Tourism 
workers are also on the list of priority when there is a sufficient quantity of 
imported vaccines. On March 23, 2021, the Vietnamese Prime Minister 
instructed that the transportation and tourism sectors in coordination with 
health should consider step by step re-opening of international flight routes 
and apply for “vaccine passports”. Vietnam National Administration of 
Tourism has worked with the Vietnam Tourism Association and some 
provincial governments to develop a pilot plan on border re-opening for 
foreign visitors in the new situation. It is expected that this plan can be 
implemented in the third quarter of 2021. 

 
It can be said that the prospect of tourism recovery is brightening. To 

overcome this pandemic, no single country could act alone. To overcome 
this pandemic, no single country could act alone. We should work together, 
have joint actions and efforts for shared objectives including each country's 
particular objectives.  The 47th Meeting of GMS TWG will cover matters 
such as openning international tourism plan, Mekong Tourism 
Communications Recovery Plan, reviewing the implementation of tourism 
projects funded by ADB, activities of Mekong Tourism Advisory Group 
MeTAG. MTCO consolidation issues such as the change of MTCO 
Executive Director, negotiation and conclusion of an Agreement on MTCO 
establishment as an international organization are also priorities to be 
discussed at the MTCO Board of Directors meeting. I kindly request 
delegates to actively discuss and contribute ideas, initiatives for the future 
of tourism sector of Greater Mekong Sub-region. 

 
In that spirit, I would like to announce the opening of the 47th Meeting 

of GMS Tourism Working Group and the MTCO Board of Directors 
Meeting. I wish the our Meeting a great success. I wish all delegates health 
and safety. Hope to see you all at the  Mekong Tourism Forum on-site in 
2022 held in Vietnam./. 
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Opening Remarks at 47th Meeting of GMS Tourism Working 
Group 

By Mr. Alfredo Perdiguero,  
Director, Regional Cooperation Operations Coordination 

Division  
Southeast Asia Department, Asian Development Bank 

on 27th May 2021  
Virtual Meeting via Video Conference Call (Technology: Zoom) 
  
On behalf of the Asian Development Bank, we thank the Viet Nam 
National Administration of Tourism for hosting the 47th GMS Tourism 
Working Group meeting – and Dr. Ha Van Sieu, Vice Chairman of VNAT, 
for chairing the discussions. 
 
ADB also sincerely thanks all GMS country delegations for your active 
participation in the meeting and your tireless efforts to support the tourism 
industry while the COVID-19 pandemic rages. As always, we appreciate 
the Mekong Tourism Coordinating Office’s assistance to organize the 
meeting and commend MTCO initiatives to help tourism stakeholders 
stay connected and support one another during these challenging times. 
 
In 2020, the GMS saw international tourist arrivals sharply drop by an 
estimated 82% to less than 15 million, and international tourism receipts 
fall nearly 73% to about $27 billion. The GMS has not seen international 
tourism arrivals at this level since 2003, curiously, the same year we were 
affected by the SARS outbreak in Southeast Asia. Considering that GMS 
tourism generated over $100 billion in 2019 and contributed up to 20% of 
GDP in GMS countries, the current tourism downturn is significantly 
undermining GMS prosperity. 
 
Although tourism destinations are suffering from reduced income and 
millions of job losses, the world recognizes successful GMS efforts to 
manage the pandemic. These include border closures, testing and 
contact tracing, enforcing social distancing and mask-wearing, and 
promoting good hygiene. Social protection for tourism workers and fiscal 
support for tourism enterprises is helping many survive and stay ready to 
receive international visitors once borders reopen. 
 
Regarding re-starting international travel, we are optimistic that the GMS 
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is finally seeing light at the end of this dark COVID-19 tunnel. Vaccination 
campaigns are ongoing worldwide and substantial percentages of people 
in the GMS are expected to be fully vaccinated against COVID-19 by the 
end of this year. 
 
ADB stands with the GMS and is proud to be helping beat COVID-19. 
We have extended $2 billion in assistance to GMS countries through our 
COVID-19 Pandemic Response Option support facility to strengthen 
disease prevention and control, provide social protection, and fiscal 
stimulus. And we expect to approve our first $95 million in GMS vaccine 
financing under ADB’s Asia Pacific Vaccine Access Facility in the second 
half of 2021. 
 
Regarding GMS planning matters, the GMS Economic Program Strategic 
Framework 2030 and GMS COVID-19 Response and Recovery Plan 
2021-2023 strongly feature regional cooperation to rebuild tourism safely 
and sustainability, incorporating your valuable inputs. ADB’s GMS 
Secretariat will be consulting the working group later this year on priority 
projects for inclusion in the next GMS Regional Investment Framework, 
so I encourage you to work with national planning and finance ministries 
to set priorities for ADB assistance. 
 
ADB also values your feedback on the draft GMS Tourism Recovery 
Communications Plan that will be discussed today and your ideas on how 
ADB could help support GMS countries implement the plan. 
 
So again, on behalf of ADB, we sincerely thank our colleagues from the 
Viet Nam National Administration of Tourism for hosting and chairing this 
meeting and thank the Mekong Tourism Coordinating Office for 
moderating. ADB highly appreciates the contributions and active 
participation of all GMS country delegations. 

 
Thank you.     

 

 

 

 
 



 

33 
47th Meeting of the GMS Tourism Working Group (TWG-47) 

 

TWG 47th Opening Speech 
By Jens Thraenhart  

Executive Director, Mekong Tourism Coordinating Office 

47TH MEETING OF THE GMS TOURISM WORKING GROUP 

27th May 2021  
Virtual Meeting via Video Conference Call (Technology: Zoom) 

---------------------- 

- Dr. Ha Van Sieu, Vice Chairman, Viet Nam National Administration of 
Tourism, Viet Nam 

- Mr. Alfredo Perguiro – Director, Regional Cooperation Southeast Asia 
Department, Asian Development Bank 

- Heads of Delegation of the GMS Member Countries 
- Distinguished Delegates of the GMS Member Countries and the Asian 

Development Bank 
- Ladies and Gentlemen. 
 
Good morning to all of you. I am happy to see everybody being healthy. On 
behalf of the Mekong Tourism Coordinating Office, I would like to thank the 
Viet Nam Administration of Tourism for hosting the 47th GMS Tourism 
Working Group & MTCO Board Meeting. Last time Viet Nam was the host, 
we all met in beautiful Phu Quoc – in person. However, this is the 3rd GMS 
TWG Meeting that we are forced to conduct virtually due to the COVID-19 
pandemic. 

This is now my 7th year as Executive Director of the Mekong Tourism 
Coordinating Office, and I would like to thank the GMS Tourism Working 
Group for their trust in acting on their behalf. I will be sad to leave, but I 
will remain a friend and hope to stay involved in regional Mekong Tourism 
collaboration and look forward to visiting you in the respective member 
countries again soon.  

We are facing unpreceded difficulties in the tourism sector in Southeast 
Asia, especially in countries where travel and tourism contributes a large 
share to the livelihoods of communities. Tourism is a vital impact factor on 
the socio-economic development in the Greater Mekong Subregion 
(GMS).  

While the pandemic has shown how fragile the tourism industry can be 
when focusing on long- haul mass tourism, many experts believe that this 
pandemic may bring an opportunity to reset tourism and make it more 
responsible and sustainable by aiming at a Balanced Tourism Recovery 
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and holistic destination management and putting stakeholder 
engagement at the core and focus on balanced tourism and positive net 
benefits for communities through responsible and inclusive travel.  

These difficult times require innovative thinking and collaboration to 
position our local businesses and our precious Mekong Region as a 
strong and sustainable tourism destination, and expand the mission to 
focus on stewardship. 

Over the past years, in tandem with the private sector, the Mekong 
Tourism Coordinating Office, as the secretariat of the tourism working 
group of the six member governments of the GMS has successfully 
initiated programs to showcase small businesses and develop innovative, 
collaborative social media campaigns, that garnered international acclaim 
and recognition. 

The tourism landscape will be reshaped. In the post-pandemic world, we 
will see a shift in preference and behavior among travelers at least in the 
short-term – the public health conditions of destinations, and the hygiene 
standards of transportations, hotels and other tourism facilities will 
become a top priority; people will prefer short-haul breaks and shorter 
itineraries; regional tourism and economic collaborations may become 
driving factors for an accelerated tourism recovery. Local communities 
and rural experiences are on top of the list of people to travel post 
COVID-19.  

Our branding of “Unlimited Experiences” is consistent with what people 
will be looking for when travel resumes. We now need to make sure we 
protect these local and authentic experiences, which in many cases are 
provided by small responsible travel businesses and social enterprises. 
Collaboration is the key to the solution. Public-private partnerships 
provide frameworks to exchange ideas, find solutions, and strengthen 
each other.  

In the right circumstances, public-private partnerships (PPPs) like the 
Mekong Tourism partnership framework can allow governments to lead 
the development of tourism assets in accordance with government 
priorities and high environmental and social standards, while harnessing 
the efficiency and creativity of the private sector to contribute significantly 
to the development of a sustainable tourism programs, and can be a part 
of a broader strategy to facilitate tourist access, enhance quality and 
efficiency, and improve the destination experience. 

Agility is important, and Resilience is more critical than ever. As the role 
of destination marketing organizations evolves, so must its business 
model. The public and private sectors must collaborate. Together, these 
two forces can achieve greatness. 



 

35 
47th Meeting of the GMS Tourism Working Group (TWG-47) 

 

The Mekong Tourism Collaboration Framework can drive public private 
collaboration in the tourism industry in this region. We will not succeed if 
we don’t come together now as an industry and change our traditional 
mindsets.  

With that, I thank you all for taking the time, and wish us all a successful 
and productive meeting. 

Thank you. 
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