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ABSTRACT: Discourse analysis is a theoretical perspective primarily concerned with the
ideas, beliefs, symbols, images, and categorizations that give meaning to social life. It is
likewise concerned with how these meaning systems are produced and reproduced, how they
guide action and behaviour, and who are the credible agents of knowledge. Power relations
produce a hierarchy of discourses, some more dominant than others. In the field of
development policy, multilateral institutions like the Asian Development Bank are purveyors
of a dominant discourse on governance which has been conceptualized as economicmanagerialism. This sets the tone for governance practices among its “client” governments.
Despite this, there remains the possibility within ADB itself to reinterpret ideas and provide
alternative meanings. Two subregional programs, the Greater Mekong Subregion (GMS) and
the Central Asia Regional Economic Cooperation (CAREC) are illustrative examples of a
patently economic managerialist approach to regional governance with possibilities for
discursive shifts.
Keywords and phrases: discourse analysis, regional cooperation, regional governance,
Greater Mekong Subregion, Central Asia Regional Economic Cooperation

Introduction
In 1994, the Asian Development Bank formally adopted a policy of regional
cooperation that underpins all its activities to promote economic growth and reduce
poverty in Asia.1 Its latest publication Emerging Regionalism in Asia (March 2008)
underlines a core strategy of anchored on macroeconomic interdependence and
financial and monetary integration. At the core of this “worldview” is a belief system
premised on economic interdependence as a result of market-led and private-sector
activities as well as collective government action. A core indicator of this
interdependence is the share of trade among member countries and the intensity of
intraregional trade as opposed to trade with countries outside the region. Its concrete
manifestations are through various ADB-financed regional programs, foremost of
which are the Greater Mekong Subregion (GMS) encompassing six countries in
Southeast Asia including Yunnan and Guanxi provinces in southwestern China, and
the Central Asian Regional Cooperation Economic (CAREC) Program that comprise
eight countries in Central Asia including the Ugyur Autonomous Region in China.
The total combined resources for these two regional cooperation programs are
approximately US$1.5 billion.2
The record of regional cooperation after over a decade of implementing various
activities is, at best, spotty and inconclusive. While economic growth has become
evident in the GMS, particularly for the countries of Vietnam, Thailand and China,
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the other member countries continue to lag behind (Laos, Cambodia, Myanmar). In
Central Asia, great disparities in income between oil-rich Kazakhstan and povertystricken Tajikistan and the Kyrgyz Republic are causes for concern among donor
organizations that prefer to see a more balanced distribution of the benefits of regional
cooperation. In both these regions, there are sharp inequalities in terms of access to
health and education.
Of equal importance are good governance practices that constitute the necessary
ingredients for development to occur in a more balanced and sustainable fashion.
Good governance, according to a recent World Bank evaluation report,3 is considered
one of the five success factors in the design and implementation of regional programs.
The ADB incorporates the World Bank’s overarching conceptualization of
governance to include measures of: i) accountability; ii) transparency; iii)
predictability; and iv) participation.4 The premise behind the adoption of these
governance dimensions in project operations is to support good public policy choices
by client governments, i.e., those choices that are essentially economic in character
and which promote the following “desired effects”, to wit, i) macroeconomic stability;
ii) development of infrastructure; iii) provision of public goods; iv) prevention of
market failure; and v) promotion of equity.5 Thus there is a more-than-implicit
requirement that these governance dimensions should constitute part of the
compliance list in ADB’s project initiatives. The ADB publication of Governance
Policy in 1999 which provide detailed prescriptions for project eligibility with
financial support.6
In this study, I critique ADB’s notion of good governance from an analytical
perspective known as discourse analysis. Taken largely from the work of Michel
Foucault, discourse analysis in public policy is defined as the “specific ensemble of
ideas, concepts and categorizations that are produced, reproduced,
and are transformed to give meaning to physical and social relations” (Hager 1994:
44). Discourse theory rests on the assumption that all action is socially meaningful
and that these meanings are historically situated. Further, meaning systems are
fashioned out of social interaction, and are often products of contestation. Thus, what
constitutes meaningful action is often an outcome of social and political struggles
(Fischer 2003: 73), and directly implies power relations.
A further use of discourse analysis for public policy is its ability to provide the
contours of knowledge that are considered legitimate and to “constitute the actors
taken to be the agents of knowledge” (Ibid.). Discourse provides the limits to
knowledge, establishing a “zone” that permits certain modes of thinking and behaving
which in turn have direct implications on social practice and individual identity. This
is what Seidman (2004: 180) refers to as a “knowledge regime.” This regime is not
simply descriptive, rather, it is normative in the sense of establishing rules and
3
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procedures. It also identifies the credible conveyors of knowledge, the agents, the
institutions, the carriers --- what Fischer (1993: 17) refers to as a “technocracy.”
When a consensus is built around a set of ideas and beliefs alongside the idea experts
and belief carriers, these assume regularity and normality. These patterned modes of
thinking are the “widely held and oft-repeated interpretations of social conduct that
affirm and produce behaviours” (Fischer: Ibid.) and becomes the dominant discourse.
It is worth reiterating that knowledge regimes are contested terrain, and dominant
discourses are contested products, subject to reinterpretation and redefinition.
Viewed from the lens of discourse theory, the concept of governance by the
ADB takes on certain meanings that are open to contestation, and definitional battles
over the concept provides the occasion for struggle among various actors who propose
alternative definitions. I briefly trace the emergence of the concept of governance
within the parameters of a broader discourse on development --- one which has
endured over the past half century during the post-war, post-colonial era, but which
was reconstituted into an economic and managerialist framework to provide a
scientific and rationalist basis for development proposals. Set within this historical
context, the discursive formation of development and governance cannot be divorced
from its colonial antecedents.
The final section of this paper argues the possibilities for alternatives discourses
by non-state actors to reinterpret ideas and beliefs about governance from within the
dominant arena. This precarious situation of speaking “directly and publicly in the
teeth of power” (Scott 1990) is treading a discursive minefield. There is a semblance
of voice and participation on the one hand, there is also cooptation and legitimation
on the other. Power relations enables certain private actors to reshape discourse more
effectively than others, premised on expertise (or lack thereof) and the command of
resources. The net effect is one in which certain actors (i.e., business) assumes
privileged status over others (i.e., civil society and social movement organizations).
Both sets of private actors, albeit with unequal status, constitute ADB’s argument for
complying with good governance practices, notwithstanding the unequal privilege that
it grants to both sets of actors. I argue, however, that spaces exist within the dominant
discourse to incorporate a “cross-disciplinary” discourse through functional dialogue.
This may, however slowly, cause a discursive shift, thus muting the features of the
dominant discourse.
The two case studies on GMS and the CAREC Programs funded by the ADB
are illustrative of the discursive effects of good governance promoted along the lines
of a dominant development discourse. These programs exemplify the difficulties of
adopting a purely economistic approach to regional governance especially in the face
of growing pressures from non-state actors to participate in the process of regional
formation. Yet, because ADB privileges economic expertise and non-state actors tend
to emphasize social equity and social justice concerns, their unequal status is
sharpened and exacerbated. However, because regional cooperation is a relatively
new undertaking, there are spaces that exist for incorporating social justice concerns.

The Choice of Cases
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The GMS and CAREC programs funded and supported by the ADB are
deliberate choices. First, these cases provide fertile opportunities for making useful
comparisons and contrasts. Initiated at about the same time by the ADB, both the
GMS and CAREC countries exhibit a similar pattern of economic and social
transitions, including shared historical experiences that bring into sharp relief the
central role of the state as chief agent and sponsor of a national development process.
Most of the countries in both regions (except for Myanmar and Thailand) have
experimented with Soviet-style command economies with central planning. Their
transitions occurred at around the same historical period, thus, there is a strong basis
for comparing transition processes and the efforts of individual governments to
manage these transitions.
Second, there are shared features among some of the countries in both regions.
Laos is a landlocked country with a small population and very few resources. Yet its
critical resource, hydropower, is fuelling its growth and provides it with a vital role in
the region.
Most of Central Asia is landlocked, and with the exception of
Kazakhstan, all countries have similar resource constraints. The abundance of
hydropower reserves especially for Tajikistan also provides opportunities as well as
challenges, not only for individual countries, but also for all the countries that must
manage interregional relationships in order to fully benefit from individual country
resource endowments.
Finally, the contrasts within and between both regions provide a kind of
laboratory setting where the more extreme cases (Tajikistan, Kazakhstan, Laos,
Myanmar) provide insights and knowledge about the more typical ones. The benefits
of regional cooperation can best be investigated and detected in the extreme cases
where the challenges are most severe.
Discourse Analysis, Legitimation and Representation
Dominant discourses set the “rules of the game” ----- what is legitimate
knowledge, what is truth, what is normal behaviour, who are the genuine truth and
knowledge carriers, who are the experts, who are the outsiders. Thus, certain modes
are regarded as permissible while others are prohibited or de-valued. These
demarcations provide the framework for institutional response, i.e., those modes
located within the permissible zone are socially rewarded and accepted; those beyond
it are disciplined and punished. According to Foucault, “[D]isciplinary punishment
has the function of reducing gaps. It must therefore be essentially corrective
(Foucault 1977: 179).
Viewed from the prism of power, the relationship between discourse and
institutions is a clear and tight link. The role of formal institutions is, quite simply, to
propagate and uphold the dominant discourse. According to Foucault, hospitals,
clinics, universities, prisons, and the like are the institutional carriers of the dominant
discourse in the modern age. While the state continues to assume an important
position, it is “decentred” and less crucial to the propagation of social order than the
instruments of discipline indicated above. The foremost manifestation of this
disciplinary regime is what Foucault refers to as the “gaze” ---- a series of
surveillance mechanisms to enforce social discipline on a daily basis.
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In a post-colonial era, discourse analysis played a central role in the scholarship
on development, particularly with respect to the use of Western-inspired knowledge
regimes to propagate a view of the world as divided between North and South,
developed and underdeveloping, the First World and the Third World. In this respect,
the so-called “developing world” was created out of a post-war discourse that has
been “wagered, managed, and negotiated around this politics of representation”
(Escobar 1995: 214). Representations of the developing world, Escobar continues, are
“an essential feature of the development apparatus” (Ibid.: 47) that has real material
consequences. They provide interpretations and legitimize interventions. Outside the
zone of acceptable development, a series of proposals, usually economic, functions to
“discipline” those underdeveloped areas, and bring them into the fold of normal
economic status, mostly through massive infusions of capital and transformation of
society according to the dominant discourse of market economics.
The development discourse was fashioned within a historical context of a postcolonial era, and has persisted over the last half century. It continues to inform
institutional practice at the global and regional levels through multilateral institutions,
sometimes bypassing or undervaluing the power of individual states by according
them mere “client status” (akin to the manner in which, in Foucault’s clinic, the
undisciplined are treated as patients). These institutions have, over the past fifty
years, become “professionalized.” That is, they have been infused with the principle
of rationality --- the Weberian essence of modernity and the guiding ethos of modern
life. Rationalized approaches to solving the problems of underdevelopment spawned
an entire industry of experts, who in turn provide the armament for continued
legitimation and propagation of the dominant discourse. This include
. . . a set of techniques, strategies and disciplinary practices that
organize the generation, validation, and diffusion of development
knowledge, including the academic disciplines, methods of research
and teaching, criteria of expertise, and manifold professional practices;
in other words, those mechanisms through which a politics of truth is
created and maintained, through which certain forms of knowledge are
given the status of truth. This professionalization was effected through
the proliferation of development sciences and subdisciplines. It made
possible the progressive incorporation of problems into the space of
development, bringing problems to light in ways congruent with the
established system of knowledge and power (Ibid. 45).
Good governance lies squarely within the dominant development discourse.
Like economic rationality, good governance bears the antecedent notions of
“normality” and “deviance.” It involves writing and representation, and deploys
language in its quest for a certain vision of portraying social reality. In turn, certain
representations provide the basis for defining, shaping and legitimizing action
agendas. Around these various practices of representation are concrete decisions
about the distribution of material resources, the division of the world into normative
categories (“good” and “bad” governance areas), the creation of occupational
hierarchies including expertise, the enrolment of consultants, the fielding of overseas
offices, the mobilization of projects and programs according to eligibility criteria, the
evaluation of outcomes according to prescribed standards of disciplinary measures.
At the ADB, the promotion of governance measures are predominantly in the areas of
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economic and financial regulation. I unpack these disciplinary practices, a section to
which I now turn.
Governance and the Discourse of Economic Managerialism
The original document that lays out ADB’s policy on governance is contained in
the 1999 publication of Governance: Sound Development Management. Discussions
on governance began as early as 1994. By 1995, a Working Paper was circulated to
the ADB Board to consider the Bank’s role and its approach to governance. With the
outbreak of the financial crisis in East Asia in 1997, the Bank’s governance policy
became a matter of urgency. Even before an official governance policy was
articulated, the Bank put together a “rescue package” for beleaguered countries which
consisted of financial sector development loans and capacity building for financial
governance. Indonesia received $1.5 billion to introduce financial sector reforms
especially in its banking system while the Republic of Korea, one of the hardest-hit
countries, received an IMF-led assistance package of $58 billion to avert a balance-ofpayments crisis. The ADB extended loan support of US$4 billion and an additional
US$15 million for institutional strengthening of the financial sector.7 Of course, these
interventions are not without their conditionalities, i.e., a set of prescriptions
accompanying these packages, meant to “discipline” these countries and bring them
back into the fold of economic and financial solvency. In this respect, these measures
are not neutral, they are Foucauldian measures to tame economic deviance.
The ensuing publication in 1999 detailed ADB’s support to projects that
incorporate governance dimensions and provides the underpinnings for a region-wide
approach to governance as “sound development management.” This emphasis on the
“managerialistic” aspects of development redounds to a series of attempts to manage
the economic process, which, from the point of view of the ADB, consists mainly of
the enhancement of private sector’s role in development, the introduction of marketbased reforms, and the modernization of the public sector to create an institutional
framework that can efficiently implement market-enhancing policies. The Bank
notes: “. . . the quality of governance has a significant impact on investment and
growth.”8
Further, governance measures that support and strengthen client
governments’ absorptive capabilities for borrowing is the preferred trajectory of
ADB’s relationships with these governments, because it ultimately enhances ADB’s
own efficiency requirements in their loaning procedures.9 Complementing ADB’s
governance policy is the Board-approved Anticorruption Policy of 1995. It adopts a
“zero-tolerance” stance towards corruption and links anticorruption efforts squarely
with market efficiency and effective public sector administration. Thus narrowly
conceived, ADB’s approach to good governance concentrates on predominantly
economic gains for borrowing governments and enhanced organizational performance
for the ADB.
The discourse of economic managerialism is rooted in a long tradition that dates
back to the Enlightenment --- an intellectual movement in Europe that posed a
serious challenge to the authority of religion and royalty in matters of truth and
7
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knowledge. This intellectual rebellion was founded upon a belief system that
accorded a “scientific” character to knowledge, and its philosophical underpinnings
became known as positivism.
In brief, there are four major theoretical pillars on which positivism rests:
 An assumption that the social world is “knowable through observation and
recording” [Nielsen 1990:4], thus making “objectivity” not only possible but
mandatory. Objectivity here refers to the absolute separation between the researcher
and his/her object of observation [the external world; the Other];
 A view of social behaviour as capable of being “atomized” under
investigation, i.e., broken down into composite elements which can then be subjected
to isolation, verification and replication much like in the laboratory of the physical
scientist;
 A belief about the social world as measurable through the application of
certain instruments designed to control personal bias, if not altogether eliminate the
researcher in the scientific account, thus rendering the social scientist “invisible”;
 An assumed causality that explains patterned behaviour so that universal laws
about the social world may be developed, and generalizations can be built up to
endure across time and space. Because these generalizations rest on regularized
patterns, they approach the status of “law” to which all human life is subject.
As scholarship developed around the tenets of positivism, management science
followed in the footsteps of positivist sociology and advocated a set of management
principles characterized by universality, neutrality, and rationalism. Throughout the
development of the scholarship in public administration, these principles shaped the
terms of the debate.10 In its latest incarnation, governance has been equated with the
New Public Management movement which is a variation on the institutionalist stream
via the incorporation of networks in the public sector, and a horizontal tendency in
public decision-making and delivery of public goods.11 Indeed, as countries jumped
on the governance bandwagon, the centrepiece of governance activities meant, almost
universally, macroeconomic reform (Kettle 2005: 5)
By equating governance with economic management, the ADB has effectively
steered clear of the political aspects of governance. It has declared political measures
a “no man’s land”, to wit, “. . . the Bank cannot act as an agent of political reform in
DMCs . . . . even though the (economic) action or measure may have had political
implications.”12 This poses difficulties among a number of governance scholars,
some of whom define the term as
“inherently political, (insofar as) it involves bargaining and compromise
between actors with different interests, and that it comprises both formal
structures and informal influence, either of which may characterize the
10
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11
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relationship between formal authority and the actual conduct of
government-mandated operations” (Lynn and Lawrence, 2000, as quoted
in Frederickson and Smith 2003: 211).
Further, certain ADB-funded projects that are presumed to be strictly financial
or economic would suggest the inherently political character of these projects. For
example, judicial reform, civil service reform, or support for anticorruption bodies are
projects with strong political overtones despite ADB’s insistence these are economic
management interventions. The effects of these projects are overtly political, and the
process of project implementation would necessarily entail strong political action
among project proponents to ensure success.
Governance and Regional Cooperation
In regional programs, governance measures are yet to take root despite official
ADB pronouncements that it was the “first multilateral development bank to adopt a
comprehensive governance policy in all its operations.”13 Its most recent publication,
Asia’s Emerging Regionalism,14 is a patently economic blueprint for the path towards
regional cooperation. In fact, regional cooperation and regional economic integration
(REI) are treated as interchangeable terms, assuming that cooperation among member
countries is an automatic outcome of a presumably economic integration process,
. . . Asian regionalism will ultimately follow a distinctive blueprint,
building on Asian economic priorities and based on an Asian vision for a
regional community. . . . 15
Not surprisingly, the publication recommends achieving financial stability and
macroeconomic cooperation as the lynchpins of regional economic integration. To
achieve these goals, a “regional architecture” has been proposed, with concrete
proposals for an “Asian Financial Stability Dialogue” and an “Asian Secretariat for
Economic Cooperation”16 as the institutional embodiments of a straightforward
economic view to regionalism.
The Greater Mekong Subregion (GMS) and the Central Asia Regional
Cooperation Program (CAREC) exemplify ADB’s approach to regionalism. Located
firmly within the development discourse, these subregional programs are anchored in
economic cooperation, trade and investment facilitation, monetary and financial
cooperation and integration, and provision of regional public goods (e.g., cross-border
health).17
For both the GMS and Central Asian sub-regions, challenge to governance is
plentiful, not least of which is the need to view governance reform as a largely

13
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political process with real political consequences. Governance challenges in both
subregions are best understood within their broader socio-political contexts.
As a region of approximately 60 million inhabitants, Central Asia is a highly
diverse socio-economic-political space comprising eight countries that share certain
geographical and demographic characteristics. Most countries have declared
independence over a decade ago and have since pursued national development
strategies rather independently from one another. Yet there remains a common
perception of the region’s geopolitical importance due to the long-term economic
potential of its resources, in particular, its abundant hydrocarbon reserves. Further, its
strategic location in the middle of the Eurasian continent, despite the region’s
landlocked status, provides ample opportunity as a transit potential for
transcontinental trade18 --- a feature of Central Asia that puts energy trade to China
and India squarely on the region’s economic growth agenda.
On the political front, a prolonged process of nation-building continues in the
aftermath of the Soviet collapse. This process, however, occurs within a context of
ethno-nationalisms that have been the direct outcome of a Soviet “nationalities
policy” ---- a version of affirmative action that favoured dominant ethnic groups to
occupy and control the organs of the state. This resulted in the creation of “ethnonational republics” (Collins 2000: 2) which in turn produced territorial enclaves
across neighbouring countries rather than cohesive states with a distinct national
vision. The resurgence of primordial loyalties based on ethnic lines provided the
basis for the formation of informal networks which continue to exert political
influence. Over time, these networks consolidated and behave as political power
brokers that seriously undermine the capacity of the state to govern effectively. The
net effect of these interlocking political arrangements all across Central Asia is a
phenomenon of “under-government”19 and the pervasive influence of elite groups to
utilize the instruments of the state to perpetuate their narrow vested interests.
The emergence of power brokers based on familial, clan, and fraternal social
groupings coincide with inter-country rivalries, particularly over the control of gas
and water resources. These exacerbate the already fragile relationships among
countries and fuel the potential for border conflicts.
At the core of the political transition process is the changing role of the state,
particularly the reform of administrative and bureaucratic structures to undertake,
consolidate, and sustain reform measures for increased governmental capacity of the
state machinery. This process has taken much longer in Central Asian countries even
while there have been positive developments, for example, in the gradual replacement
of political party structures by parliaments20, and through ongoing efforts to
professionalize the bureaucracy.
A further challenge is the need for countervailing forces within and outside state
structures. Super-presidential systems that are the hallmark of much of the political
life in Central Asian countries militate against good governance practices.
18
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Transparency and accountability systems are largely absent in countries where
parliaments are weakened by authoritarian tendencies of the countries’ leaders.
Further, a very thin layer of non-state actors and organizations further strengthen the
already strong hand of the state, resulting in concentration of power and even poorer
governance. Corruption is pervasive at all levels of government and even among state
and non-state enterprises. Not surprisingly, all Central Asian countries score very low
in the Governance and Stability Indicators as well as in the Corruption Perception
Index.21 Consequently, governance challenges in the Central Asian republics are
most severe.
In contrast, the Greater Mekong Subregion (GMS) has enjoyed social and
economic advances in the last fifteen years since the inception of the GMS as a
concrete ADB-funded and –supported program. Its core strategy --- a complex grid of
infrastructural, energy, and telecommunications investments --- has connected
previously disconnected areas especially in the remote hinterlands, and brought these
into the fold of economic activity.
Except for Myanmar, the gradual introduction of market reforms in GMS
economies has been accompanied by an equally gradual process of political
liberalization. Laos has introduced a Participation Law; China and Vietnam have
enacted anti-corruption legislation that would severely punish violators. Until two
years ago before the military coup, Thailand’s vibrant civil society organizations have
been at the forefront of pressure politics that challenge development activities they
believed had detrimental consequences. A proliferation of media organizations and
academic institutions with a strong regional orientation has made it possible to shape
the discourse on region-wide development strategies.
Despite these successes, the GMS is not without its problems. A number of
serious governance challenges beset the sub-region. All countries are plagued by
perceptions of public corruption, some more than others. These are due to a variety of
factors: low public sector salaries; weak legal and regulatory frameworks;
concentration of executive powers with wide latitude for discretionary practices; an
absence of appropriate checks and balances; the absence of public voice and
participation. In sum, weak governance systems that in turn lead to poor performance
of the public sector.
Governance challenges in Cambodia cannot be understood without reference to
its recent history, in particular, the genocidal Khmer Rouge regime which was
overthrown in 1979. The assertion of a Cambodian “nation” is thus very recent. The
gargantuan challenge of building a modern state to respond to the needs of the
Cambodian citizenry must not be underestimated. In the aftermath of the genocide,
Cambodia’s problems were urgent, immediate, and overwhelming: a shortage of
intellectual and professional labour as a direct impact of the genocide; the low quality
of human resources; an unstable and fragmented political system with prolonged
conflicts; and extreme poverty Rebuilding the state bureaucracy was a high priority
for the Cambodian government in the post-conflict era, even as it remained saddled
with continuing challenges to its authority.
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UNDP (2003) graphically described Cambodia’s power structures as “based on
informal tributary processes, using the State for predatory purposes and resulting in a
heavily politicized civil service.” Not surprisingly, the citizenry considers public
sector corruption as the worst social problem. Enterprises rank it second to street
crime. In a public sector survey, courts were ranked lowest in terms of integrity,
followed by the Office of the Prosecutor and the Customs Authority (Wescott 2003:
241).
In Laos, the same situation pervades the public sector where low salaries are
augmented through “rigged procurements” from donor-funded projects (Ibid. 246).
Like Cambodia, Laos shares a post-conflict situation which prevents the full
development of institutions that could effectively combat corruption and undertake
badly-needed public sector reforms. A very early semblance of participation seems to
be in the offing through limited national elections for village heads and delegates to
the National Assembly. Yet the reality of party-controlled elections mutes
expectations that open political contestation will flourish.
Vietnam which shares the same post-conflict scenario as Laos and Cambodia,
has enjoyed rapid economic growth since the policy of Doi Moi (opening) in 1986.
Set against an impressive economic record is a plethora of governance challenges.
McCarty (2002) characterizes Vietnamese governance as “consensus governance,”
i.e., a widespread system of patronage networks based on family ties, war comrades,
university colleagues, and provincial affiliates that somehow coalesce in a narrow
circle of decision-makers known as the Communist Party of Vietnam (CPV). Further,
the one-Party state character of Vietnam militates against transparency and openness.
Nothing compels the CPV to undertake an open review of its decisions, and
administrative secrecy is the norm rather than the exception. Corruption is rampant
and there is too much discretionary power even while the formal system is a
convincing exhibition of an ideal-type Weberian bureaucratic structure.
Vietnamese governance also suffers from an outdated model of decisionmaking, a “war model” according to McCarty (Ibid) that is founded on a small cadre
of decision-makers in the context of prolonged warfare. As it transitions to a market
economy, a “peace model” is taking over the policy-making functions to fill in the
policy vacuum, partly because the number of policies needing analysis and
specification increased dramatically. The idea that a small group of CPV
officials could discuss and decide all policy changes was simply not practical
in contemporary Vietnam.
Rule making in Vietnam ostensibly lies with the National Assembly, which
promulgates and approves all laws and regulations. In theory, the National Assembly
has great authority. In practice, however, it is a “rubber stamp” organization (ibid), a
“transit point” between government ministries who submit laws, regulations and
proposed amendments, and the CPV who makes all the decisions, but only after a
slow and agonizing process of consultations to accommodate the various concerns of
stakeholders. In consensus governance, McCarty argues, genuine participation and
transparency run up against the entrenched practices of sharing discretionary and
informal power to ensure the long-term legitimacy of the CPV.
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These political features are largely glossed over in the analysis by the ADB. But
these are of crucial importance in tackling important governance issues among
member countries. Despite ADB’s recognition that weak governance systems in these
countries pose a serious problem, this has been re-cast as a lack of managerial and
institutional capacity. Its governance policy clearly articulates that
the concept of governance is concerned directly with the management of
the development process, involving both the public and private sectors.
It encompasses the functioning and capability of the public sector, as
well as the rules and institutions that create the framework for the
conduct of both public and private business, . . . In broad terms then,
governance is about the institutional environment in which citizens
interact among themselves and with government agencies/officials (ADB
1999: 3).
The Privileged Business Actors
ADB’s links with the private sector constitutes an important dimension in its
promotion of regional economic cooperation. The GMS Business Forum was
organized in 2000 under the sponsorship of the ADB and the United Nations
Economic and Social Commission for Asia and the Pacific (UN-ESCAP). It is
unabashedly an “increasingly important partner in providing the growing intellectual
support and financial resources required to develop the Greater Mekong Subregion
(GMS).”22 The Inception Meeting held in February 2001 clearly laid out the Terms of
Reference for the GMS Business Forum, a proposed Secretariat, Work Plan, and
Finance and Budgeting. The ADB and ESCAP provided start-up costs for the Interim
Secretariat, and a proposed schedule of fees was drawn up for companies who wished
to become members of the Business Forum.23
The preferential status of the GMS Business Forum is made evident by its
presence in high-level meetings between the ADB and counterpart governments. It
was co-organizer of the Public-Private Consultation Meeting held in September 2001
in Bangkok. During the Third Summit on the GMS held in Vientiane on 30-31 March
2008, a Business and Investment Dialogue was attended by 84 representatives from
the business community, including international companies operating in the Greater
Mekong area. Specific panels were organized to tackle issues of intra-GMS trade and
investment; implementation of the Cross Border Transport Agreement, and
involvement of Small and Medium-Sized Enterprises in the export markets.
In Central Asia, support to the development of the business sector was in the
form of Technical Assistance24 to assist in the formation of the CAREC Business
Development Forum. The formation of the CAREC BDF was the outcome of a
22

http://www.adb.org/Documents/Brochures/GMS_Connecting_Nations/gms-business.asp
http://www.adb.org/GMS/gbf1.asp
24
Technical assistance (TA) is a term used by the ADB in conjunction with its loan and grant
operations. It includes activities such as undertaking of feasibility and policy studies, improving
institutional capacities of governments, assistance in project implementation, and the like. The term
covers a very broad range of activities that justifies, among other things, the hiring of external
consultants. In regional cooperation, a regional technical assistance (RETA) covers nearly just about
everything that can be justified within the umbrella of regional cooperation.
See
http://www.adb.org/TA/default.asp
23
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Regional Business Roundtable in November 2005 in Bishkek, Kyrgyz Republic, and
was initiated by China. ADB provided financial resources to field consultants to
coordinate all the inputs required to conduct the first forum25. A year later, a Business
Development Forum was held in Urumqi, Xianjiang UAR to tackle trade and
investment issues in Central Asia, including the issue of public-private partnerships
and recommendations to enhance private sector involvement. Trade, infrastructure
and energy concerns guided the discussions.
These various practices indicate a clear and close relationship between the ADB
and the business sectors in both sub-regions. The relationship goes beyond
consultation for policies or programs, and speaks of a partnership in which there are
ample opportunities for the business sector to steer and direct the regional agenda.
For both sub-regions, the business sector’s privileged status in partnership with ADB
signals the entrenchment of an economic discourse in regional cooperation. Over the
years, this partnership has been “normalised.”
While ADB does make pronouncements that civil society organizations are
necessary partners in “provid(ing) connections with the companies and communities
directly affected by regional initiatives,” 26 the practice heavily favours the business
sector over civil society organizations.
Consultations with non-government
organizations are practiced at ADB. Consultations on ADB’s draft energy policy
occurred over a one-year period in 2007. Sub-regional workshops were held in
Kazakhstan, India, China and the Philippines, the results of which were posted as
public documents on ADB’s website.27 There have been previous consultations in
Vietnam and Laos on the Regional Cooperation Strategy Program and on ADB’s
Environmental Policy. There ongoing consultations on ADB’s Safeguard Policy, with
an expected final draft to be released in early 200928.
Yet, as Bevir (2006) notes, “system governance” should not be confused nor
equated with genuine participation. The former, Bevir argues, is a top-down
orientation that are employed as a means of “preserving established elites and
institutions from vulnerabilities associated with poor performance” (Bevir 2006:11).
Genuine participation, on the other hand, consists of active dialogue which includes a
recognition of the rights of stakeholders and consultation partners in decision-making
processes, and does not restrict consultation to secure consensus and legitimacy for
pre-ordained policies and decisions. Many of ADB consultations with NGOs and
civil society organizations on policy matters tend toward system governance rather
than genuine dialogue. Consultations with NGOs on ADB’s energy policy, for
example, produced an extensive Draft Matrix of Comments to reflect all inputs from
consultation partners, yet the final outcome rests with ADB Management. The NGO
Forum on ADB expressed its pointed criticism on
the flawed consultation process that the Bank has initiated relative to this
undertaking. Foremost, we reiterate our dissatisfaction about the nontransparent process of this on-going Energy Policy review in comparison
25

http://www.adb.org/Documents/TACRs/REG/40271-REG-TCR.pdf
Asia’s Emerging Regionalism. 2008. Manila, Philippines: Asian Development Bank
27
http://www.adb.org/clean-energy/strategy.asp#1
28
A listing of the various consultations undertaken with NGOs and CSOs can be found at
http://www.adb.org/NGOs/consultations.asp
26
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to previous policy revisions of the ADB. For the most part, and despite a
number of discussions with the Bank since February 2007, civil society
groups were kept in the dark in terms of timely, clear and relevant
information as regards the consultation process. . . . There is also an
absence of clear and objective selection criteria for CSO participation in
the sub-regional consultations. In fact, the Bank has originally
considered only ‘individuals that have demonstrated interest and
capacity and with previous experience’ as participants. We think this is
not a good practice as it automatically excludes the participation of
affected people and communities that have been impacted negatively by
ADB-funded projects over the years.29
The active practice towards providing a public voice to civil society
organizations by the ADB seems this indicates a practice of staging a performance on
participation, yet the final policy output still remains largely with ADB’s top
management.30
Developmental Spaces, Discursive Possibilities
Despite limitations on civil society participation in ADB, the discursive space
for social interaction allows “social actors to be actively engaged in
choosing and adapting thoughts, shaping and fashioning them, in an ongoing struggle
for argumentative triumph over rival positions” (Fischer 2003: 85). Their
involvement in policy issues cannot be discounted. Certainly, spaces within the ADB
have opened up since the momentous juncture of the 1997 financial crisis. ADB’s
immediate response to countries hit by the crisis preceded the formal adoption of a
governance policy, and the Board’s final approval in 1999 came as a direct response
to a “global consensus” on the severity of the crisis, and the urgency of stronger
regulatory measures to prevent future similar events.
Within ADB itself, a non-monolithic institution with non-monolithic views
provides ample opportunity for other voices to surface and provoke a re-thinking. A
publication on anticorruption efforts in the GMS categorically admits that
(D)onors typically take a technocratic approach to reform, interacting
mainly with officials from the executive branch of government, and
funding consulting services, computers, and other inputs in the
absence of a deep and sustainable commitment to reform from top to
bottom in member countries . . . .The outcome is not only the poor
success rate of institutional reform support by donors, but also
increasing criticism of donors by stakeholders. . . . To be more
effective in this regard, ADB will have to consider changing some of
its core business processes. . . . Better partnerships that bring together
governments, donors, NGOs, and other parties concerned are
essential for success. . . . (Wescott 2001: 67)

29

http://www.adb.org/Documents/Clean-Energy/Forum-Network.pdf

30
Refer to the Draft Matrix of Comments on ADB Draft Energy Strategy 28-May – 7 July 2007 for a
summary of comments and recommendations submitted to ADB during subregional consultation
workshops. Manila: Asian Development Bank
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The slow and cautious admission of the political character of regional
cooperation programs is now seeping into official publications. The CAREC program
has issued a policy brief on efforts to improve governance in Central Asian countries,
starting with a carefully-worded analysis of the governance challenges facing these
countries, to wit:
This transformation was complicated by two main factors: (i) the
sudden withdrawal of skills and resources needed to sustain public
services; and (ii) the persistence of traditional networks of power
and patronage that have impeded good governance and the
impartial rule of law.31
An encouraging sign is the collective work of transnational civil society
organizations who to continue their engagement with the ADB with vigilance and
sustained effort. Despite their marginal status, civil society organizations have
yielded some positive results in a few advocacies. A few examples are worth noting.
Their presence in ADB’s annual meetings provides opportunities to tackle the ADB
on specific issues of concern. Regular attendees as varied and diverse as GreenpeacePhilippines, CEE-Bankwatch Ukraine, and Earthrights International-Thailand helps
widen the space for discursive shifts. Most notable was the suspension of the Social
Safeguards Policy in the face of vigorous opposition from numerous international
NGOs.32 An elaborate resettlement mechanism was designed for the dislocated
villagers in the Nakai Plateau for the ADB-WB-funded Nam Theun 2 Hydroelectric
Project in Laos after years of consultations. Continuous monitoring of the project
maintains the pressure on the implementing partners.33
While these gains do not, by any means, cause an upheaval in the dominant
discourse, nor do these cause radical institutional restructuring within the ADB,
neither should they be dismissed as token victories. Policies emanating from
dominant institutions have real consequences, therefore, incorporating social
equity/social justice features due to the sustained campaigns of non-state actors ought
to be recognized. Equal recognition likewise should be given to institutions like the
ADB whose serious deliberations on matters of development concern yield in
surprising results, not least of which are changes in policies that dents the dominant
discourse.
The day for meaningful development and regionalism is certainly worth waiting
for.

31

http://www.adb.org/Documents/CSPs/CAREC/2005/chap4.pdf
http://www.bicusa.org/Legacy/Open_Letter_to_ADB_Safeguards_Update.pdf;
http://www.11.be/11/index2.php?option=com_content&do_pdf=1&id=102822
33
On ADB’s resettlement schemes for Nam Theun project, see
http://www.poweringprogress.org/nt2/resettlement.htm; on continued monitoring of the status of the
project by transnational organisations, see http://www.internationalrivers.org/en/southeastasia/laos/nam-theun-2
32
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