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Introduction 
1. The 48th GMS Tourism Working Group Meeting (TWG-48) was held on 17 

September 2021 via videoconference (Zoom). It was chaired by the Department 
of Tourism (DOT) of Thailand, 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 (GMS) 
countries (Cambodia, People’s Republic of China [PRC], Lao PDR, Myanmar, 
Thailand, and Viet Nam), MTCO, ADB, the World Bank, and other GMS 
development partners. (List of participants is in Appendix 1.) 
 

2. TWG-48 was convened to (i) discuss selection of the new Executive Director 
of MTCO; (ii) discuss the COVID-19 and tourism situation of GMS countries; (iii) 
discuss and agree the final draft of the Mekong Tourism Recovery 
Communications Plan 2021–2023; (iv) provide updates on MTCO activities; (v) 
discuss the outcomes of the 7th GMS Summit, (vi) discuss the Southeast Asia 
Sustainable Tourism Facility proposed regional technical assistance, and (vii) 
learn about World Bank and other development partner-supported GMS tourism 
initiatives. 
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Agenda Item 1 
Housekeeping Notes 
 

3. The MTCO, as moderator of the meeting, gave some housekeeping and time 
management reminders. MTCO then opened the floor for comments on the 
meeting agenda. TWG-48 agenda was deemed approved after consideration of 
Viet Nam request to include the review of the MTCO formalization 
documentation process under Agenda Item 15 in the subsequent MTCO Board 
Meeting. (A copy of the provisional agenda is in Appendix 2.)   

 

Agenda Item 2 
Opening Session 
 
Opening Remarks by the Meeting Chair, Department of Tourism, Thailand: 
 

 
 
 

4. On behalf of Mr. Boonserm 
Khunkaew, Deputy Director 
General, DOT, Ms. Patthanasiri 
Salyasiri Ewtoksan, Director, 
Division of Tourism Professional 

Development, DOT, welcomed all 
the delegates to the TWG-48 and 
thanked MTCO for organizing the 
meeting. She pointed out that 
nearly two years into the COVID-
19 pandemic, the tourism industry 
has suffered heavily with business 
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closures and widespread 
unemployment. Citing a UNWTO 
assessment, she highlighted that 
the Asia and the Pacific region 
experienced the largest decline in 
tourist arrivals at 95% for January-
May 2021 versus the comparable 
period in 2019. During the same 
period, tourist receipts likewise 
contracted by 50% year-on-year. 
To survive the crisis, all 
stakeholders tried to find ways to 
mitigate the impact and adapt as 
can be seen in the different 
measures undertaken by GMS 
countries, such as vaccination of 
tourism workers, loans to support 
liquidity, and travel bubbles. She 
acknowledged the initiatives of 
MTCO, ADB and World Bank to 
support the recovery of the GMS 
tourism industry. She believed the 
meeting would be a good 
opportunity to exchange best 
practices and initiatives on tourism 
recovery to prepare for reopening 
of countries. She expressed 
confidence that the discussions 
would yield insights on how to 
make the GMS a safe and healthy 
destination once again.  

 
 
Remarks from Asian Development 
Bank 
 

5. Mr. Steven Schipani, ADB 
representative, thanked GMS 
country delegations and 
development partners present for 
the continuing support to the 
tourism industry, and MTCO for 
organizing the meeting and 
coordinating the various initiatives 
of the Tourism Working Group 
(TWG). He extended a special 
thanks to Mr. Jens Thraenhart for 
his outstanding years of service as 

MTCO Executive Director. He 
suggested it is important for the 
TWG to continue to convey 
optimism to the world–that the 
GMS has not lost what makes the 
subregion a special place to visit, 
to build on its strengths, and 
address lingering structural 
problems that undermine 
sustainable tourism. He pointed 
out that conveying optimism and 
trust-building are key objectives of 
the GMS Tourism Recovery 
Communications Plan, which will 
be discussed at the meeting. He 
was pleased to report that tourism 
features prominently in the new 
GMS Economic Cooperation 
Program Strategic Framework 
2030 (GMS–2030) and the GMS 
COVID-19 Response and 
Recovery Plan (GMS COVID-19 
Plan), which have been adopted 
by the GMS Leaders at the recent 
7th GMS Summit. These 
documents aligned with the GMS 
Tourism Sector Strategy prepared 
by the TWG. 

 

Remarks from Executive Director, 
Mekong Tourism Coordinating 
Office 
 

6. Mr. Jens Thraenhart, Executive 
Director, was grateful to the DOT 
of Thailand for hosting the TWG-
48. He mentioned that it is the 
fourth TWG meeting to be held 
virtually due to the COVID-19 
pandemic and also his last. He 
thanked the TWG for trusting him 
for almost eight years as Executive 
Director of MTCO and hoped to 
stay involved in regional Mekong 
tourism collaboration. He said the 
pandemic has highlighted the 
global importance of travel and 
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tourism economically, their vast 
connectedness with other 
industries, and together with the 
devastating weather extremes 
hitting the region, exposed the 
magnitude of the climate crises. In 
view of these, he urged all 
concerned to rethink business 
models and strategies and 
suggested some actions, 
including: (i) reassessing and 
defining new success metrics to 
transform tourism and travel into 
environmentally and socially 
sustainable industries; (ii) adapting 
to and capturing the opportunities 
in the face of radically changed 
lifestyle of people for both leisure 
and business customers; (iii) 
delivery of more sustainable 
options by the tourism industry, 
which will become the main driving 
force of recovery and future of 
tourism; (iv) alignment by the 
destination management 

organizations (DMOs) of the 
different interests of stakeholders; 
and (v) taking into consideration 
the local community, always 
bearing in mind the ultimate goal of 
a better quality of life for all. In sum, 
he reminded that in rebuilding 
tourism, the key objectives must 
be achieving balanced tourism to 
maintain sustainability and well-
being of all stakeholders, and that 
the future of the industry depends 
on its ability to handle changes, 
being smart and innovative, and 
unity among stakeholders in the 
process. He concluded his 
remarks by calling everyone to 
urgent action, not individually, but 
collectively, for a resilient, 
responsible, and sustainable 
tourism. 

 

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

 
 

Agenda Item 3 
Welcome to the new Executive Director of the MTCO 
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8. The Chair thanked Mr. Thraenhart, outgoing MTCO Executive Director, for 
his eight years of excellent leadership and dedication in developing and 
promoting tourism in the GMS through various initiatives. She also welcomed 
the incoming Executive Director, and expressed optimism that through her 
knowledge and experience, she will ably carry on with the duties of developing 
and promoting tourism in the GMS. 

 

9. In response to the Chair, Mr. Thraenhart expressed gratitude for the trust 
and confidence of the GMS countries during his eight-year tenure. Regretfully, 
he is unable to thank everyone physically in person due to the pandemic, but he 
looks forward to joining future TWG meetings and Mekong Tourism Forums. He 
then briefly explained the comprehensive, thorough, and competitive process of 
recruiting the new MTCO Executive Director. He proudly noted that applications 
for the position came from all over the world, which is a testament to the global 
recognition of the GMS tourism sector’s programs and initiatives achieved 
through the hard work of the TWG and MTCO.  

 

10. In her remarks, the incoming MTCO Executive Director was thankful for the 
warm welcome. She was also grateful to MTCO for entrusting her with the 
important position of Executive Director and looked forward to working closely 
with the MTCO family. She congratulated Mr. Thraenhart and Mr. Nattakorn 
Asunee Na Ayudhaya for MTCO’s successful programs and initiatives in the last 
eight years.   

 

11. The countries took turns welcoming and extending best wishes to the 
incoming MTCO Executive Director. They expressed a common message of 
confidence and optimism that her knowledge and professional experience will 
benefit MTCO and the GMS tourism sector, especially in accelerating recovery 
from the pandemic. They all look forward to working with her in the next two 
years.    
 

12. Each of the countries also thanked Mr. Thraenhart for his years of leadership 
and service at MTCO. They acknowledged his valuable contributions in building 
good working relationships among the NTOs and other stakeholders in the GMS 
as well as in developing and promoting sustainable tourism in the GMS through 
many initiatives. They also congratulated and wished him success in his new 
job. 

 

13. Mr. Thraenhart reciprocated the warm wishes of success and expression of 
gratitude by the countries and ADB with assurances of continued friendship and 
support to MTCO and the TWG. He proposed that the official announcement of 
the incoming MTCO Executive Director’s appointment be made at the 
Destination Mekong Summit on 21-22 October 2021. He wrapped up by 
conveying special thanks to Mr. Asunee Na Ayudhaya for his hard work and 
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excellent support at MTCO and to Mr. Schipani of ADB for his invaluable advice 
all throughout the eight years, which enabled him to perform well on the job. 

Agenda Item 4 
GMS NTO Interventions 
 

14. NTO representatives of the six GMS countries gave presentations on their 
COVID-19 situation and tourism industry updates, with focus on two key areas, 
namely, reopening plans and government support for tourism businesses and 
workforce.  
 

15. Cambodia reported a further decline in tourist arrivals by 91% year-on-year 
during the first half of 2021. This significant drop in tourist arrivals translated to 
a loss of more than 60,000 direct tourism jobs, more than 3,000 tourism-related 
businesses, and countless thousands of indirect tourism jobs. 
 

16. In response to the COVID-19 pandemic, the government adopted a national 
COVID-19 vaccination policy as a key strategy that aims to achieve countrywide 
herd immunity by end-2021 through vaccinating 75% or 12 million people (aged 
12 years and above) out of the country’s 16 million population. Achieving herd 
immunity will become the basis for reopening the country in the context of a new 
normal. As of mid-September 2021, the number of vaccinated people has 
reached more than 90% of target, thereby positioning Cambodia to achieve its 
vaccination goal as early as end-October 2021. The government also recently 
enhanced its vaccination program by introducing a policy on COVID-19 booster 
doses for fully vaccinated people (aged 12 years and above) to ensure 
reinforcement and effectiveness of the herd immunity. This vaccination program 
was further enhanced to cover children aged 6 to 11 years. 
 

17. With the country on track to meet the goal of herd immunity by yearend, the 
Ministry of Tourism continues to support initiatives to prepare for reopening the 
country to international tourists: (i) application of safety and hygiene protocol as 
well as the standard operating procedures (SOP) for tourism businesses and 
facilities; (ii) supporting unemployed tourism professionals through online 
upskilling and retraining program and providing $40 assistance payment per 
month as part of the government’s ninth round of stimulus rescue package; (iii) 
improving and developing new tourism products in line with growing trend 
toward ecotourism, community-based tourism and adventure tourism; and (iv) 
implementing recently approved tourism plans, namely, the  Roadmap for 
Recovery of Cambodia Tourism during and post COVID-19 2021-2025 and the 
Siem Reap Tourism Development Master Plan 2021-2035. Although Cambodia 
is still mulling a yearend reopening, it is gearing to welcome the international 
travel trade and tourists at the ASEAN Tourism Forum 2022 in Sihanoukville on 
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16-22 January 2022 as next year’s host country. 
 

18. PRC reported no confirmed local COVID-19 cases in the mainland for much 
of 2021 until July. Total number of local COVID-19 cases peaked at a little over 
100 cases in August 2021 but have been successfully controlled through the 
implementation of new measures by the government. In August 2021, in 
response to the emerging Delta variant cases, the National Health Commission 
of China issued the “Guidelines on Mask-Wearing for the Public and Key 
Occupational Workers” and “Guidelines for Prevention and Control of COVID-
19 Epidemic among Key Population Groups, Places and Units”.  Separately, the 
Ministry of Culture and Tourism (MCT) issued the latest guidelines for tourism 
agencies, theaters, internet service providers, and entertainment venues. The 
MCT also temporarily suspended air tickets pluses hotel services and group tour 
services of tourism agencies and OTAs for tourists going to the provinces with 
medium and high-risk regions until these regions return to low-risk status.  
 

19. In terms of vaccination progress, 2.16 billon doses of vaccines have been 
given to the population in the mainland as of 15 September 2021. Over 1 billion 
people or 70% of the total population have been fully vaccinated. Relatedly, 
President Xi Jinping announced that the PRC will donate an additional 100 
million COVID-19 vaccines to developing countries this year on top of the 
US$100 million donation to the COVAX Facility. 
 

20. Although the tourism industry in the PRC remains heavily affected by the 
pandemic, domestic tourism is showing recovery with domestic tourists and 
tourism revenues growing by more than 100% year-on-year during the first half 
of 2021. Railway and domestic air passengers have likewise increased by 63% 
and 76% year-on-year, respectively, during January-July 2021. The MCT 
continues to host international tourism events, which are open to tourism 
agencies and representatives of the diplomatic missions of GMS countries in the 
PRC. 
 

21. Lao PDR informed that the COVID-19 cases have reached 18,059 as of 16 
September 2021, of which 4,108 remained active cases and 16 have died. To 
address the growing number of COVID-19 cases, vaccine procurement has 
become a priority for the government. It has administered the first dose of 
COVID-19 vaccines to 2,676,337 people. Fully vaccinated people stood at 
1,867, 025. 
 

22. Tourist arrivals have dropped by 82% year-on-year in 2020. International 
borders are closed, except for health emergency, experts, charter flights, and 
authorized transportation of goods. Issuance of all types of visas is suspended. 
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23. To support the tourism industry, the Ministry of Information, Culture and 
Tourism (MICT) collaborated with the UNDP to develop the Lao PDR Tourism 
Recovery Roadmap for 2021-2025. The roadmap covers three themes: (i) 
economic relief to protect jobs and interventions to revive the tourism sector; 
(ii) build confidence among travelers and strengthen the sector; and (iii) 
upgrade, expand and diversify tourism products, services, and markets. The 
roadmap also presents three strategic options in the short, medium, and long-
term: (i) domestic tourism as an immediate response to border closures and 
compensate for decline in international tourist arrivals; (ii) travel bubble, backed 
up with strong health protocols and market intelligence, as a source of 
immediate cash flow for the sector; and (iii) greening and sustainable tourism 
as a medium to long-term priority. Additionally, the MICT is preparing a 
yearend launch of the pilot project, Lao Golf Holiday Packages, which will cater 
to fully vaccinated Korean tourists travelling by charter airplane for a golf 
holiday in Vientiane Capital. 
 

24. Myanmar recorded 438,951 COVID-19 cases as of 15 September 2021, 
with 388,596 recoveries and 16,784 deaths. The government is focusing on its 
vaccination program to contain the spread of COVID-19. Over eight million 
vaccine doses have been deployed and close to five million people have been 
vaccinated.  
 

25. Visitor arrivals have dramatically dropped to only about 83,000 by July 2021. 
International flight operations to and from the Yangon International Airport and 
entry of foreign nationals through any border checkpoint between Myanmar and 
neighboring countries remain suspended to prevent importation and spread of 
COVID-19. 
 

26. The government has developed a number of plans to mitigate the impact of 
the pandemic and support the recovery of the tourism industry. A COVID-19 
Tourism Relief Plan is integrated into the broader COVID-19 Economic Relief 
Plan that was rolled out in April 2020 and has an allocation of 3%-4% of the 
national budget. Measures to assist the tourism sector include relaxation of 
taxes and fees, human resource re-skilling, travel facilitation, and investment 
incentives. Based on the previous Tourism Master Plan (2013-2020), the 
Myanmar Tourism Strategic Recovery Roadmap 2021–2025 (MTSRR) was later 
released to have a COVID-19 response that is aligned with the UNWTO Global 
Guidelines to Restart Tourism. The MTSRR provides 18 strategies broken down 
into 93 specific actions designed to achieve immediate, medium, and long-term 
goals. In August 2021, the Ministry of Hotels and Tourism launched the 
Enchanting Myanmar Health and Safety Protocols to ensure that tourism-related 
business (i.e., hotels, guest houses, restaurants, transport, travel and tours, etc.) 
follow health and safety protocols in restarting tourism. 
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27. Ongoing tourism initiatives include developing community-based tourism 
sites, implementing community-based tourism standards, creating destination 
management organizations (DMOs) at district and township levels, and stepping 
up online and digital marketing and promotions (websites, social media 
channels, virtual tours). The government is also working on plans to revive travel 
and accelerate tourism recovery in the subregion, which include travel bubbles, 
special insurance packages for tourists, and targeted tourism campaigns. 
 

28. Thailand plans to administer 100 million vaccine doses in 2021 to arrest the 
surge in COVID-19 cases which have reached 1,400,000 by September 2021. 
COVID-19 recoveries and fatalities are estimated at 1,200,000 and 15,000, 
respectively. As of September 2021, 42 million vaccines have been deployed 
and 21% of the population have been fully vaccinated. 
 

29. Aside from vaccination, the government supports the anti-COVID-19 
measures of DMHTT - distancing (D), mask wearing (M), hand washing (H), 
testing (T), and Thai Chana app (T). The government calls on the cooperation of 
people to take these precautions seriously to prevent the spread of COVID-19. 
A range of relief measures is also in place to mitigate the impact of the pandemic 
on people: (i) "Ying Chai Ying Dai" (The More You Spend, The More You Get) 
scheme, which gives cashback e-vouchers for domestic purchases; (ii) “Khon 
La Khrueng” (Let’s Go Halves – Phase 3), a co-payment scheme giving 
participants a 50% daily discount at participating establishments; (iii) financial aid 
package of 13.5 billion Baht for employers and insured employees in the 10 
provinces placed under lockdown; and (iv) utility subsidies for businesses and 
households. 
 

30. Thailand has been cautiously reopening to revive the tourism sector and 
spur the economy. Lockdown measures in 29 provinces have been eased 
starting 1 September 2021, lifting some restrictions on retail, dining, and 
personal services sectors, among others. A phased approach to reopen 
Thailand to international tourists is being implemented under a so-called 
“Sandbox” model piloted in Phuket. In phase 1, foreign travelers who have 
complied with all requirements have been allowed to enter Phuket resort island 
starting on 1 July 2021. The Phuket pilot project has been successively 
expanded on 15 July 2021 and 16 August 2021 to include other designated 
areas under the Samui Plus and Phuket Sandbox 7+7 Extension programs. 
The second and third phases planned for 1 October 2021 and 15 October 
2021 will involve programs that cover more destinations. Thailand is set to 
proceed with the fourth phase in January 2022, with 12 border provinces to 
reopen under travel bubbles with neighboring countries.  
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31. Viet Nam recorded 645,640 COVID-19 cases as of 16 September 2021, of 
which 412,650 have recovered and 216,804 remain under treatment. COVID-
19 fatalities have reached 16,186. 
 

32. The government is accelerating its vaccination campaign launched in 
March 2021. Aside from stepping up procurement of vaccines from foreign 
sources, the government is supporting domestic manufacturers of vaccines. 
Currently, four Vietnamese vaccines are in development (Nanocovax, Covivac, 
Vabiotech, VBC-COV19-154 COVID-19), of which one may be in use as early 
as October following successful three clinical trials. The government aims to 
have about 70% of the population fully vaccinated by end-2021. As of 16 
September 2021, 33.65% of the population have been inoculated with the 
33,0877,984 vaccine doses deployed. 
 

33. Another important part of the government’s COVID-19 prevention strategy 
is the observance of the Ministry of Health’s 5K measures: khau trang (face 
masks), khu khuan (disinfection), khoang cach (distancing), khong tu tap (no 
gatherings), and khai bao y te (health declarations). 
 

34. The government continues to support to the tourism industry through 
ongoing financial-monetary policies, subsidies, reduction in mandatory fees 
(e.g., travel agents’ guarantee deposits cut by 80%), and welfare measures. 
Also, the Prime Minister of Viet Nam has endorsed an international tourism 
reopening plan to be piloted in Phu Quoc island under a vaccine passport 
program. Under the plan, Phu Quoc will receive fully vaccinated international 
tourists who have satisfied all requirements and conditions starting in October 
2021. The pilot plan will be extended and scaled up based on the outcome. 
Travel bubbles with other countries are also being considered as part of the 
reopening plan. 

 

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

Agenda Item 5  
Mekong Tourism Recovery Communications Plan 
 

36. Having shared the latest version of the Mekong Tourism Recovery 
Communications Plan (the Plan) ahead of the meeting, Mr. Thraenhart gave a 
quick presentation on some sections of the Plan (situational analysis, cover and 
table of content pages, principles, and key messages). He also went over the 
Plan’s timeline, starting from the initial consultations in December 2020 up to 
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the intended publication date and launch at the Destination Mekong Summit. (A 
copy of Mr. Thraenhart’s presentation is in Appendix 5.)  

 

37. Mr. Schipani thanked Mr. Thraenhart for his hard work on the Plan, which 
was well received and recognized by the Leaders at the 7th GMS Summit. He 
commended the bottom-up and inclusive approach used wherein the TWG 
and MTCO showed ownership of the process and inputs while bringing in 
different public and private stakeholders to contribute. There was also an 
efficient feedback mechanism that allowed GMS countries to provide verbal 
and written comments throughout the preparation process. He further noted 
that the Plan is closely aligned with the GMS Tourism Sector Strategy and 
other regional/national tourism planning documents. He appreciated the layout 
and design of the Plan, which were consistent with the quality and branding of 
other TWG reports published by MTCO. 
 

38. Mr. Schipani also pointed out that even though the latest version of the Plan 
has reflected country updates and developments as well as feedback received 
so far, further minor comments from the countries may still be accommodated 
in the next few weeks prior to copy editing and eventual release of the Plan in 
end-October 2021. He gave assurance that countries will be notified of any 
structural or sensitive adjustments before finalizing the Plan. He ended his 
intervention by stating ADB could help support the implementation of some 
communications activities in Plan as prioritized by the TWG starting Q4 2021 to 
2022.  

Discussion: 
 

39. Cambodia did not have any objections or comments on the timeline of the 
Plan. They, however, raised for consideration the inclusion of sports tourism as 
another component or driver of tourism recovery in the Plan. They believe that 
sports tourism, such as the Southeast Asian (SEA) Games of ASEAN, has an 
untapped potential to promote and restart travel and tourism in the GMS. They 
informed that Viet Nam will host the SEA Games in 2022, Cambodia in 2023, 
and Thailand in 2025.  

 

40. PRC agreed in principle on the content of the Plan and thanked ADB and 
MTCO for incorporating their previous proposals in the Plan. They requested 
clarification on how NTOs will be funding some of the projects as mentioned in 
the Plan.   
 

41.  Myanmar fully supported the Plan as it is intended for a safe and sustainable 
tourism recovery in the GMS. They expressed appreciation to MTCO and ADB 
for their work and support to the Plan. 
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42. Lao PDR thanked Mr. Thraenhart and ADB. They requested correction of 
the timeframe of the Lao PDR Recovery Plan as written on page 15 to 2021-
2025 (from 2022-2029). 

 

43. Thailand was grateful to MTCO and ADB for their hard work in helping to 
develop the Plan. They agreed and had no further comments on the content of 
the Plan. On the timeframe of activities in the MTCO Communications Plan 
2021-2022, they proposed that the Q2 or Q3 2022 starting period of some 
activities be revised to Q4 2021 instead since the MTCO Communications Plan 
is expected to be finalized and implemented by Q4 2021. Furthermore, Thailand 
sought explanation on the toolkits mentioned in the Plan.  

 

44. Viet Nam appreciated the support of ADB, and the coordination work done 
by MTCO to develop the Plan. They were pleased with how the latest version of 
the Plan looked. They were also glad to hear about ADB’s confirmation of 
financial support to help implement the Plan. They echoed the request of PRC 
for clarification on the contributions requested from the countries to implement 
the Plan. 

 

45. Mr. Thraenhart responded to the comments of Lao PDR and Thailand. The 
timeframe of Lao PDR’s Recovery Plan will be corrected as requested. He 
agreed with Thailand’s point to adjust the starting period of some of the activities 
in the MTCO Communications Plan to Q4 2021 and will make the adjustments 
as suggested. On the production and use of toolkits, he explained that toolkits 
are a critical implementation tool to ensure that there is consistent branding and 
messaging from the various stakeholders (public and private sectors). A 
consistent messaging will make collaboration among stakeholders more 
powerful and effective, resulting in a successful execution of the Plan. 

 

46. Mr. Schipani supplemented Mr. Thraenhart’s response by first thanking the 
countries for their review, agreement in principle, and further feedback on the 
Plan. On Cambodia’s proposal to include sports tourism in the Plan, he agreed 
and will coordinate with MTCO and MOT Cambodia on the additional text. To 
address PRC’s and Viet Nam’s question on implementation funding, he 
suggested MTCO to prepare a separate document detailing the financing plan, 
which can be shared within the TWG and the MTCO Board. He further noted 
that some of the activities, particularly those under MTCO, are already funded 
by MTCOs operating resources, others could be supported by the private 
sector, NTOs using in-kind or other government contributions, ADB, and other 
development partners. Turning to Lao PDR, he confirmed that correction on the 
timeframe will be made as pointed out. In addition to Mr. Thraenhart’s response 
to Thailand’s query on the toolkits, he mentioned that a sample communications 
toolkit is being prepared by the firm that desktop-published the communications 
plan and will be shared with the TWG around the middle to end-October 2021. 
He also concurred with Thailand’s comment to have the implementation period 
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of some activities start in Q4 2021. He closed his intervention by paying 
compliments once again to the TWG and MTCO for preparing the quality Plan. 

 

47. As a follow up intervention, Mr. Thraenhart proposed to include sports as 
one of the tourism themes or experiences identified on page 10 of the Plan. This 
would address Cambodia’s request to integrate sports. (At the beginning of the 
afternoon session, Cambodia made an intervention to express concurrence with 
Mr. Thraenhart’s proposal. Specifically, they suggested that the word “sports” 
be inserted in the section of Wellness). 

 

48. The Chair rounded up the discussion by thanking MTCO and ADB for their 
support in developing the Plan to ensure a safe and sustainable tourism recovery 
in GMS. At the same, he requested them to consider the comments raised by 
the countries during the session to make the Plan more comprehensive and 
practical.  

Agenda Item 6 
MTCO Activities Updates 
 

A. GMS Performance Scorecard 
 

49. Mr. Thraenhart presented once more the GMS performance scorecard for 
2020. In 2020, international visitor arrivals dropped to 13.5 million (2019: 73.6 
million) while tourism receipts fell to $27.7 billion (2019: $101 billion) due to the 
COVID-19 pandemic. The decline in these key indicators has been considered 
already in the Mekong Tourism Recovery Communications Plan.  
 

B. COVID-19 Updates 
 

50. Mr. Thraenhart reported on the MTCO channels for providing COVID-19-
related information in the region.  
 

51. Coronavirus Resource Page. Recognizing the importance of keeping 
stakeholders informed, MTCO created the Coronavirus Resource Page in the 
Mekong Tourism website as early as March 2020. MTCO is a forerunner in this 
initiative, being one of the first tourism boards to set up a platform for providing 
current information on the COVID-19 situation in the region (e.g., country policy 
updates, travel situation). The Resource Page remains to be the only one of its 
kind focusing on GMS data. Mr. Thraenhart acknowledged the countries for their 
contributions in terms of providing timely data to continually update the 
Resource Page. 
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52. GMS COVID-19 Travel Situation Infographics. Since May 2020, the MTCO 
has published 14 issues. The infographics, which are also accessible from the 
Mekong Tourism website, have been received well in the industry as they give a 
snapshot or quick overview of travel situation in all GMS countries. The 
infographics are particularly useful for people who may not have time to scour 
the Mekong Tourism website for such information. 
 

53. GMS COVID-19 Newsletter. This initiative remains in the pipeline as some 
countries have yet to submit inputs. To proceed with the newsletter, Mr. 
Thraenhart called on countries to agree on a submission timeline. Timely 
submission of information by all countries is vital for the release of the newsletter 
on schedule. MTCO proposes to come out with a newsletter every two weeks. 
The newsletter will be issued on a Tuesday with the deadline for submitting 
inputs to be set one day before (Monday). 
 

C. Digital Performance Update 
 

54. Using various metrics that tracked the performance of the Mekong Tourism 
website since 2014, Mr. Thraenhart noted positive developments in a span of 
the past year (e.g., increase in the library of documents by another 30 
documents, additional 350 website posts, uptrend in Facebook likes). Even 
without advertising budget to help drive traffic, the website is able to generate a 
lot of traffic from its online library which is recognized globally by the academia, 
travel trade, and media. Mr. Thraenhart also cited the increased engagement in 
Facebook due to the content published by the expert groups. In terms of 
website visitors, the United States, PR China, Thailand, Cambodia, and 
Singapore were the top five sources. The top rank of the United States may be 
misleading, though, as it may have resulted from the increased use of virtual 
private networks (VPNs) whose default countries of origin include the United 
States.   
 

D. Destination Mekong Update 
 

55. Mr. Thraenhart provided updates on the establishment of Destination 
Mekong (DM) as well as ongoing and planned related initiatives, programs, and 
events.  He explained that the reason why MTCO supported the establishment 
of Destination Mekong as a private-sector led tourism board, independently 
managed and operated and separate from MTCO, was to execute the mandate 
of MTCO to foster public-private collaboration and executing the Mekong 
Tourism strategic plans. 

  

56. Cambodia, host country. Cambodia will host the offices of DM at the new 
building of the Ministry of Tourism in Phnom Penh. With the assistance of the 
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Ministry of Tourism and related agencies, the process for incorporation is moving 
forward, albeit at a slower pace than normal due to the pandemic. 
 

57.   Mr. Thraenhart underscored the benefits of having a GMS country as host 
of DM (i.e., coordination between the GMS TWG and private sector, fostering 
close relationship between MTCO and DM, provision of legal structure and 
governance with official office, and commitment of government support). He 
once more acknowledged Cambodia for demonstrating strong support to the 
public-private partnership framework by offering to host DM. He also broadly 
explained DM’s governance structure and the processes (Board elections, 
appointments) that will take place after being incorporated. He highlighted the 
significance of the public-private partnership framework in executing the 
Mekong Tourism Recovery Communications Plan. Information on the public-
private partnership framework, DM, and programs and initiatives are in the 
Mekong Tourism booklet (http://bit.ly/MekongTourism2021). 
 

58. Mekong Innovations in Sustainable Tourism (MIST). For MIST 2021, 32 out 
of 41 nominated projects/initiatives were accepted and will be subject to a public 
voting. Selected finalists will pitch to 20 judges from the Mekong Tourism 
Advisory Group (MeTAG) on 6-7 October 2021 at the World Tourism Day Forum. 
 

59. Experience Mekong Collection. A number of well-participated webinars 
were conducted wherein small businesses shared experiences and insights 
about coping and struggling to survive the pandemic.  
 

60. Experience Mekong Showcases. Finalists for 2021 have been chosen. They 
will pitch at the World Tourism Day Forum as well. The winners of the Experience 
Mekong Showcases 2021 and MIST 2021 will be announced at the Destination 
Mekong Summit. The successful public voting that garnered over 6,000 votes 
meant global exposure for small businesses, the Experience Mekong Collection 
brand, and the Mekong Region as a whole. 
 

61. Mekong Heroes. The second hero under the program that was launched in 
2020 is Mr. Lokru Srey Bandaul. He is the co-founder of the Phare Cambodian 
Circus, which was one of the winners of the 2018 Experience Mekong 
Showcases. Before Mr. Bandaul’s death in August 2021 due to COVID-19, he 
played an important role in restoring, preserving, and protecting Khmer heritage 
and culture and helped many kids get off the streets through the arts. Mr. 
Thaenhart requested to keep the winner of the Mekong Hero 2021 confidential 
until its official announcement at the World Tourism Day Forum by Ms. Kobkarn 
Wattanavrangkul, former Minister of Tourism and Sports of Thailand and chair 
of the Mekong Heroes Selection Committee this year. 
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62. Mekong Stories. Development of the first Mekong Stories book and its 
complementary website is underway. Mr. Thraenhart gave a preview of the 
book’s design. The first publication will have over 300 pages of stories from 
people and businesses under various programs (e.g., Mekong Faces, Mekong 
Heroes, Experience Mekong Collection, MIST), which are aimed to inspire 
people to visit the Mekong Region. This initiative is envisioned to become a 
powerful tool in promoting regional tourism destinations as it looks to create 
partnerships with hotels, airlines, and international media for co-branded 
versions of the book and as important distribution channels. 
 

63. Mekong Tourism Events. Mr. Thraenhart promoted upcoming virtual events, 
namely, the Mekong World Tourism Day Forum (6-7 October 2021) and the 
2nd Destination Mekong Summit (21-22 October 2021). The Mekong World 
Tourism Day Forum is already publicized in the UNWTO website and soon in the 
destinationmekong.com website as well. Registration for this event will go live 
soon. 
 

64. Mr. Thraenhart also noted that the Mekong Region was well-represented in 
the recently held 54th Meeting of the UNWTO Commission for East Asia and 
the Pacific wherein he and some of the GMS countries made interventions. In 
the meeting, Mr. Thraenhart presented the Mekong Tourism public-private 
partnership framework as an innovative way to recover from the pandemic. One 
of the highlights of the meeting was the introduction of the UNWTO COVID-19 
Tourism Recovery Technical Assistance Package, which is supported by various 
development partners, including ADB. Mr. Thraenhart also pointed out that the 
Mekong Tourism Recovery Communications Plan is aligned with the top 
priorities for the next three years identified by the UNWTO members from East 
Asia and the Pacific (e.g., sustainability and green transition; boost investments, 
attract donors, create national tourism fund; branding and re-positioning to get 
new markets; product development and diversification). 
 

E. MeTAG Update 
 

65. Mr. Thraenhart acknowledged the MeTAG as a source of relevant and 
valuable content that resulted in better engagement in meetings. MeTAG has 
around 120 members across the current active expert groups (Health & 
Wellness, Research & Academia, Food & Agritourism, Arts & Culture, Wildlife 
Tourism & Conservation, and Child Protection). He then gave a quick rundown 
of the initiatives and activities of some of the expert groups. 
 

66. Mr. Thraenhart gladly announced an initiative whereby representatives of 
expert groups will be given opportunity for short interventions during TWG 
meetings. This initiative which aims to bridge the public and private sectors and 
leverage the work of expert groups, was endorsed by all countries. To kick off 
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this initiative that is planned to be carried on in succeeding TWG meetings, Ms. 
Gabriela Kuhn, Head of Programme of ECPAT International and Chair of the 
Child Protection expert group, was invited to share the expert group’s work. 
 

67. Ms. Kuhn, with her experience at ECPAT International that has a network of 
over 100 organizations working to end sexual exploitation of children across the 
globe, leads DM’s Child Protection expert group in pursuing a more resilient and 
sustainable GMS tourism industry though addressing child protection issues. 
She stressed that to make tourism in line with the 2030 Agenda for Sustainable 
Development, child protection needs to be prioritized because children’s rights 
are a cross-cutting issue. She also briefly discussed the expert group’s areas of 
work to support the public and private sectors (e.g., organize webinars and 
events, share knowledge, identify areas of concerns, promote globally good 
practices from the region). She highlighted the webinar held in August 2021 to 
raise awareness on the issue of unregulated voluntourism. The webinar was 
attended by over 200 participants and launched The Code Voluntourism Policy 
published by the Child Protection expert group. 
 

68. The Chair expressed gratitude to MTCO for initiating many activities to 
promote and help GMS tourism recover from the pandemic. He also appreciated 
the numerous activities of MeTAG and thanked the Child Protection expert 
group for organizing the webinar that encouraged stakeholders to focus on 
children in tourism and protect the future generation from unethical actions. He 
agreed that voluntourism plays an important role in sustainable and responsible 
travel and tourism development in the region. 
 

69. A copy of Mr. Thraenhart’s presentation is in Appendix 6. 

Agenda Item 7 
Updates from the Asian Development Bank 
 

70. Report to the Leaders on Recent Outcomes of GMS Cooperation (GMS 
Achievements Report) and Leaders’ Statement (Joint Summit Declaration). 
Mr. Schipani reported that tourism was featured prominently at the 7th GMS 
Summit hosted by Cambodia and attended by the GMS Leaders and Senior 
Officials, ADB President and Senior Management, and development partners. In 
both the GMS Achievements Report presented by the GMS Minister of 
Cambodia, H.E. Sok Chenda Sophea, and the official Leaders’ Statement 
issued by the Leaders for the Summit, tourism was recognized as an important 
sector in the GMS that served as a strong engine of growth and prosperity 
throughout the region. The Leaders commended the work of the TWG and 
MTCO and the various projects and initiatives that drove growth and boosted 
the strength and competitiveness of GMS tourism. The Leaders also 
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acknowledged the severe impact of the pandemic on tourism, but at the same 
expressed great appreciation for the TWGs mitigating and relief measures and 
proactive responses, including the Mekong Tourism Recovery Communications 
Plan, to support and revive tourism.    

 

71. GMS–2030 and GMS COVID-19 Plan. The two important Summit 
documents endorsed by the Leaders set out the directions for the GMS tourism 
sector. Mr. Schipani stressed that these plans adopted the current GMS 
Tourism Sector Strategy and largely drew on the work and recommendations of 
the TWG. The documents may be accessed from the GMS website 
(https://greatermekong.org/7th-greater-mekong-subregion-gms-summit-1). 
 

72. GMS Regional Investment Framework (RIF) 2022. Mr. Schipani informed 
that the current RIF would end in 2022. The GMS Secretariat, together with 
the GMS Senior Officials, will be working on the next RIF, which would have 
refinements, including new selection criteria for projects, emphasis on COVID-
19 recovery, more co-financing, and increased private sector participation. The 
new RIF, including the projects that countries would like to prioritize, will be 
discussed in future TWGs. 
 

73. The RIF has been an important tool to help mobilize resources from the 
government, development partners, including ADB, and the private sector to 
support the pipeline of tourism projects in the GMS. Overall, the RIF has more 
than 200 projects covering many sectors. Out of the $78 billion total cost of the 
projects, 76% of financing required has already been identified. Mr. Schipani 
congratulated the TWG for the good performance of the tourism sector as 
reflected in the $430 million financing mobilized for 16 out of the 32 tourism 
investment/TA projects in the RIF. Mr. Schipani also highlighted that there are 
tourism projects in the pipeline (about $500 million) for approval in 2021 or early 
2022. 
 

74. One of the forthcoming tourism projects is the Southeast Asia Sustainable 
Tourism Facility Technical Assistance. This is a proposed $1.73 million TA 
project in response to countries’ request for more assistance and engagement 
from ADB in the tourism sector due to many challenges (pre-pandemic and new 
or pandemic-induced). The TA is expected to support investment project 
preparation, smart tourism ecosystem development, tourism public-private 
partnership structuring, and online short-term rental policy development as a 
means to support small entrepreneurs and mobilize domestic resources needed 
to boost sustainability. Its approval is planned for the end of 2021 and 
implemented in 2022 to 2024. 
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75. Mr. Schipani concluded his presentation by reiterating ADB’s continued 
support to GMS countries to build back tourism more sustainably, more 
inclusive, and more prosperous than it was before the pandemic. (A copy of Mr. 
Schipani’s presentation, including annexes, is in Appendix 7.) 

Agenda Item 8 
Updates from the World Bank 
 

76. Ms. Jessie McComb, Global Tourism Specialist at the World Bank, 
presented World Bank’s integrated approach to ecotourism development in the 
Lower Mekong Region with three key projects: Cambodia Sustainable 
Landscapes and Ecotourism Project (CSLEP), Lao PDR Landscapes and 
Livelihoods (LLL) Project, and Bringing Sustainable Forest Landscapes to 
Scale in the Lower Mekong Region (LMR). The CSLEP and LLL Project are 
lending operations focused on sustainable landscape management and 
ecotourism. She emphasized that that these projects were developed after 
carrying out rigorous analytics, assessments, and studies, which is consistent 
with World Bank’s approach of ensuring sound research foundation for 
investments. CSLEP supports investments in protected areas (PAs) to 
strengthen management and build infrastructure, while addressing enabling 
environment challenges to mobilize private sector engagement and investment 
in ecotourism. Similarly, the recently approved LLL Project supports investments 
in PAs, specifically looking at PAs management, sustainable forestry, and 
improved livelihood opportunities. 

 

77. Both the CSLEP and LLL Project are paired with a regional advisory and 
analytics project, Bringing Sustainable Forest Landscapes to Scale in the LMR, 
which supports cross-border sustainable forest management. One of the areas 
of focus of this advisory project is identifying regional and cross-border 
opportunities to develop ecotourism and nature-based tourism. It is funded by 
PROGREEN, which is a World Bank multi-donor trust fund supporting 
sustainability with a specific focus on forest management. Ms. McComb gave 
insights on the key elements as well as the investigation process and 
methodology of an ecotourism research under this project, which aims to help 
governments and the industry have an evidence-based decision making on how 
to increase the value of tourism (e.g., product development, marketing, 
infrastructure investments, policies). She ended her presentation by thanking the 
TWG and MTCO for the opportunity to engage with them as key stakeholders 
of the project. She encouraged feedback to ensure that their research benefits 
the TWG, government, destinations, and the industry as a whole. (A copy of Ms. 
McComb’s presentation is in Appendix 8.)   
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Agenda Item 9 
GMS Tourism Infrastructure for Inclusive Growth Project I 
and II 
 

78. Cambodia, Lao PDR and Viet Nam reported on the implementation status of 
the GMS Tourism Infrastructure for Inclusive Growth Projects I and II (TIIG I and 
II). As of June 2021, overall progress of TIIG I for Cambodia and Lao PDR has 
reached at least 90%, with all construction works nearly completed. Ongoing 
activities are on track to be completed by loan closing date (31 December 2021). 
For Viet Nam, construction works have been completed by the time the loan 
closed on 30 June 2021.  

 

79. Aside from accomplishments and lessons learned in the implementation of 
TIIG-I proposed measures to strengthen implementation of TIIG II were also 
presented. All three countries reported good progress in implementing TIIG II so 
far. (Copies of the presentations are in Appendix 9.)  

 

80. Mr. Schipani congratulated Cambodia, Lao PDR, and Viet Nam on their 
candid report on the achievements, challenges, and lessons learned from TIIG 
I. He is pleased to see that the three countries are on track to meet the 
objectives of the project and commended the countries for a job well done in 
difficult circumstances. The overall good performance of the project is made 
more remarkable in the context of the COVID-19 pandemic, which 
compounded the usual project challenges (e.g., natural disasters, 
cumbersome and changing government rules and regulations).   
 

81. Mr. Schipani also suggested deferring the TIIG-I self-evaluation for at least 
one year after financial closure and once project assets have been put into full 
operation after tourism re-starts. He informed that ADB is open to extending 
projects to enable full utilization of available resources. He also echoed the point 
made by Ms. McComb of World Bank about doing sound analytical work in 
preparing projects. He stressed the importance of taking stock of the universal 
and country-specific lessons learned from TIIG I and doing more rigorous 
preparation and due diligence in designing future projects. 
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Agenda Item 10 
Other Matters & Closing 
 

82. The Chair opened the floor for any interventions and hearing none, 
proceeded with his closing remarks. 
 

83. The Chair expressed his sincere appreciation to all the participants for their 
valuable contributions in making TWG-48 a success. He was pleased to note 
the pipeline tourism projects mentioned during the meeting. He also expressed 
optimism that the tourism recovery strategies and initiatives being implemented 
by all countries will provide much needed support for businesses to be ready 
once the borders reopen. He thanked and wished all participants well and 
declared TWG-48 closed. 
 

 
A 15-minute virtual break was made before proceeding to the closed-door 
session of the MTCO Board. MTCO Board members were requested to 
reconnect by 3:15 p.m. (Bangkok Time). 
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Opening Remarks at 48th Meeting of GMS Tourism Working 
Group 

By Mr. Boonserm Khunkeaw  
Deputy Director General, Department of Tourism, Thailand 

on 17th Spetember 2021  
Virtual Meeting via Video Conference Call (Technology: Zoom) 

 

- Delegates from GMS and MTCO,  
- Representatives from Asian Development Bank and World Bank, 
- Ladies and Gentlemen, 
 
Good morning, 
 
First of all, I would like to extend a very warm welcome to all of you to the 
48th GMS Tourism Working Group Meeting. I would also like to take this 
opportunity to thank MTCO for their excellent support in facilitating the 
organization of this meeting.  
 
It has been nearly 2 years since we have faced with unexpected disaster 
called COVID – 19 and the tourism industry has been heavily affected by 
this pandemic, resulting in business closures and widespread 
unemployment.  
 
According to UNWTO World Tourism Barometer, Asia and the Pacific 
regions continued to suffer the largest decline with a 95% drop in 
international arrivals in the first five months of 2021 compared to 2019. 
The barometer also revealed that tourism receipts have been recorded 
50% declines in January to May this year. 
 
To survive in this crisis, all stakeholders need to find their ways to adapt 
to the “new normal”. 
 
For our subregion, each member tries their best to mitigate those cruel 
impacts with different measures such as vaccination for tourism workers, 
loan to support liquidity and travel bubble in some areas. Moreover, there 
are a lot of initiatives from MTCO, ADB and World Bank to help recover 
tourism industry in GMS countries.  
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For today’s meeting, it will be a good opportunity for respective GMS 
members to exchange best practices and initiatives on tourism recovery 
and to be ready for reopening their countries. I am confident that with our 
contribution and hard work we will definitely come up with valuable 
discussion and collaboration that will eventually make GMS a safe and 
healthy destination. 
 
Thank you  
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Opening Remarks at 48th Meeting of GMS Tourism Working 
Group 

By Mr. Steven Schipani,  
Principal Tourism Industry Specialist, 

Southeast Asia Department, Asian Development Bank 
on 17th September 2021  

Virtual Meeting via Video Conference Call (Technology: Zoom) 
  
On behalf of the Asian Development Bank, we thank Thailand’s Ministry 
of Tourism and Sports for hosting the 48th GMS Tourism Working Group 
meeting – and for chairing today’s discussions.  
 
ADB also sincerely thanks all GMS country delegations and GMS 
development partners for your active participation in the meeting –  and 
for your continuing efforts to support the tourism industry while the fight 
against COVID-19 continues. We also appreciate the Mekong Tourism 
Coordinating Office’s assistance to organize the meeting and for its 
effective support in leading and coordinating the tourism working group’s 
various tourism marketing, communications, and value-adding 
knowledge services.    
 
I would also like to extend a special thanks to Mr. Jens Threanhart for his 
outstanding 7 years of service as MTCO Executive Director, and warmly 
welcome the MTCO’s new Executive Director, Ms. Suvimol ‘Dee’ 
Thanasarakij.   
 
As we approach the COVID-19 pandemic’s two-year milestone GMS 
countries are progressing national vaccination programs and some GMS 
destinations are beginning to cautiously open to international visitors. In 
parallel, many important GMS source markets in Europe, North America 
and Asia have high vaccination rates and show strong interest to start 
travelling again. While we recognize that there will be continuing 
difficulties this year, and it will be some time before GMS tourism regains 
prominence as an engine of prosperity, I think it is important that the 
tourism working group continues to convey optimism and reminds the 
world that the GMS has not lost what makes it a special place to visit. We 
should also use the downturn to build on our strengths and address 
lingering structural problems that undermine socially and environmentally 
sustainable tourism.   
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Conveying optimism and trust-building are key objectives of the GMS 
Tourism Recovery Communications Plan that will be discussed at today’s 
meeting. Optimism and trust-building measures, backed by concrete joint 
initiatives to beat the pandemic, were strongly communicated by GMS 
Leaders and the ADB President at the 7th GMS Summit.  
 
Tourism features prominently in the GMS Economic Program’s new 
Strategic Framework 2030 and GMS COVID-19 Response and Recovery 
Plan 2021-2023, which were both adopted by the 7th GMS Summit and 
closely align with the still-relevant GMS Tourism Sector Strategy.  
 
Later today I will summarize the tourism priorities in these plans and 
welcome the meeting’s feedback on how ADB and other development 
partners could help support their implementation.  
 
Again, on behalf of ADB, we sincerely thank Thailand’s Ministry of 
Tourism and Sports for hosting and chairing this meeting and thank the 
Mekong Tourism Coordinating Office for moderating. ADB highly values 
the active participation of all GMS country delegations and GMS 
development partners.  
 
Thank you, I wish us a fruitful and optimistic meeting. 
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TWG 48th Opening Speech 
By Jens Thraenhart  

Executive Director, Mekong Tourism Coordinating Office 

48TH MEETING OF THE GMS TOURISM WORKING GROUP 

17th September 2021  
Virtual Meeting via Video Conference Call (Technology: Zoom) 

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

- Mr. Boonserm Khunkaew, Deputy Director General, Department of 
Tourism of Thailand 

- Ms Patthanasiri EWTOKSAN, Director of the Department of 
Tourism of Thailand  

- Heads of Delegation of the GMS Member Countries 
- Mr. Steven Schipani, ADB Representative  
- Distinguished Delegates of the GMS Member Countries, 
- Participants from the World 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 
Department of Tourism fof Thailand for hosting the 48th GMS Tourism 
Working Group & MTCO Board Meeting. This is the 4th GMS TWG Meeting 
that we are forced to conduct virtually due to the COVID-19 pandemic, and 
my last GMS TWG Meeting and MTCO Board Meeting. 

After almost 8 years as Executive Director of the Mekong Tourism 
Coordinating Office, 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.  
 
In the last 18 months we have witnessed pandemic’s unprecedented and 
brutal impact on travel and tourism. It has on the one hand highlighted the 
global importance of the travel and tourism economically, as well as its 
vast interconnectedness with other industries – and on the other hand 
exposed the vital importance of travelling for the freedom and health of 
human nature. Alongside the pandemic devastating weather extremes 
have hit regions across the world and have exposed the magnitude of 
climate crises. Scientists have long predicted extreme weather will 
become more intense and frequent as a result of industrial activity, dirty 
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energy, deforestation and other human activities – but the last month’s 
scenes have shocked even them.  
 
In light of these cataclysms – which further intensify numerous other 
economic and social problems – we urgently need to re-think our 
business models and strategies: 
 
1. If we want to transform tourism and travel into a more environmentally 
and socially sustainable, climate smart, resilient as well as fair industry, 
across its supply chain, we need to reassess and define new success 
metrics. 
 
2. Covid-19 has brought a significant change in the lifestyle of hundreds 
of millions of people across the globe and travel priorities have changed 
radically for both leisure and business customers.  We all need to adapt 
to capture the opportunities in this new industry landscape and to address 
the new consumer expectations.  
 
3. If there is a silver lining to this pandemic, it is the sustainability, which 
will become the main driving force of recovery and especially the future of 
tourism. People will become more concerned and conscious and will 
search for more responsible travel practices. Travel will become more 
inclusive and smaller communities will play a bigger role. We all, as an 
industry, will have to deliver more sustainable options. 
 
4. Some businesses have responded to the pandemic by restructuring for 
greater efficiency and come up with new business models, some are 
merely getting through, many have not been able to keep afloat. 
Recovery will be uneven, with most dramatic consequences for airlines 
and business travel. Adaptability and re-set of the industry might be just 
the most importance skills in the new normality.  
 
5. In a vastly changing and unstable tourism environment DMO’s job have 
become the most complex and important tourism jobs. It’s not only about 
the shift from marketing to management, but taking this a step further: 
DMO as a director of an orchestra composed of a complex and delicate 
mix of stakeholders, each with different interests. Today it’s about aligning 
these often-conflicting interests, each of us taking on new responsibilities 
and about stewardship of a destination – today for tomorrow. 
 
6. And we need to make room in the negotiating room for the most 
important stakeholders in the process – the local community on the one 
hand and people working in the industry on the other. We know that local 
community has to be involved in policy and decision making. And we 
know that we cannot operate in tourism without dedicated and fairly paid 
people. Our ultimate goal should become better quality of life.  
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7. The scientists say human civilization is “in a perilous state” due to the 
highly interconnected and energy-intensive society and that a global 
societal collapse could arise from shocks, such as a severe financial 
crisis, the impacts of the climate crisis, destruction of nature, an even 
worse pandemic than Covid-19. Or a combination of these. Tourism has 
in the pandemic shown to be one of the most fragile industries – so it’s 
even more so our undertaking to lead the green and digital (!) 
transformation. 
 
When we chose “Achieving Balanced Tourism in the Mekong Region” as 
the theme of the 2020 Mekong Tourism Forum in Bagan, Myanmar, over-
tourism was the key buzz word of the industry, and the industry was out 
of balance. Just a few months later, the pendulum swung to the other 
extreme, and the industry faced another extreme – no tourism at all. As 
we are rebuilding tourism, “achieving balanced tourism” must be the key 
objective to maintain sustainability and wellbeing for all stakeholders. 
 
The future of the industry pretty much depends on our ability to handle 
these shifts today – we need to be innovative, smart and united in this 
process to guarantee a more resilient, responsible and sustainable 
tourism. I believe we can do it. But we need to do it today. Each and 
every voice and deed counts. But we can do better if we do it together. 
 
Thank you! 
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