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The theme of this conference was Korean Trade and Investment in the 
Greater Mekong Sub-Region (Cambodia, Laos, Myanmar, Thailand, 
Vietnam and Yunnan and Guanxi provinces of China) (GMSR). Since 
the 1980s, Korean companies have taken an important role not just as 
trading partners but also in investing in GMSR states, largely for the 
creation of manufacturing facilities (Byun and Walsh, 1998); Korean 
firms were mostly welcomed in the region in the hope that their 
investment would lead to technology transfer and the development of 
local suppliers. These hopes were not at first fully satisfied as many 
manufacturing facilities created operated according to low labour cost 
competitiveness provided in part by policies of the host government. 
Although Korean influence in the region has increased, it tends to 
have been crowded out by the long-term, large-scale investments of 
Japanese companies and by the arrival of Chinese investment and 
presence (Walsh, 2007, 2009). 

Since then, there have been two developments that have reinvigorated 
the Korean presence in the GMSR. The first has been the recognition 
of the Korean government’s efforts both to develop new industries 
(e.g. the online computer games industry) as a means of moving into 
the upper income level of nations and also to use cultural production 
(i.e. the Hallyu movement) to change perceptions of the country and 
to improve its ability to deploy soft power to obtain new objectives. 
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The second development was the increased ability and willingness of 
Korean companies to invest in large-scale infrastructure projects in the 
GMSR. For example, in the recently announced water management 
development plans from the Thai government, aimed at preventing 
floods such as those in 2011 from causing such loss of life and 
damage again, the K Water consortium was a notable presence and 
has been named one of the three preferred bidders in each of the 
categories. 

There is a need, therefore, to take stock of the nature and extent of 
Korean involvement in the GMSR, to map its investments of various 
kinds and to understand the impact of promoting cultural production 
in the region, combined with understanding the responses of people to 
the Hallyu movement. This will be attempted at this proposed 
conference, which will gather together academics from across the 
GMSR to report on different aspects of Korean engagement in their 
own countries. Other academics will provide different approaches to 
understanding the impact of Korean engagement and how its different 
modes and developments interact.  

The International Workshop on Korean Trade and Investment in the 
Mekong Region, supported by the Academy of Korean Studies, has 
been successfully held at Shinawatra University on November 1st and 
2nd. The session was opened by the Provost, Assistant Prof. Dr. 
Chanchai Bunchapattanasakda and then the three keynote speakers 
gave their presentations.  

The three keynote speakers explored the relationship between Korean 
and the Mekong Region from a number of different perspectives. The 
first was Group Captain Surapol Navamavadhana, who is an advisor 
to Thailand’s Minister of Information Communications and 
Technology (ICT). The Group Captain spoke about his experiences 
with helping to improve Thailand’s policies and processes concerning 
internet security. This is considered by some elements of the 
government and the established to be an important issue in the 
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Kingdom because of possible threats to public order and morals. The 
problem lies, for the ICT, in the lack of resources available and the 
complexity of the issues involved. Unable to create policies and 
processes to the extent required, therefore, the Thai government looks 
to its Korean counterpart to provide a model which can be adapted to 
local needs and to help bring about the necessary adaptation. 

 

The second keynote speaker was Mrs. Suwatana Kmolwatananisa, the 
Assistant Governor of the Industrial Estates Authority of Thailand 
(IEAT), which is the principal public sector agency charged with 
constructing and regulating industrial estates of different types in 
which domestic and international investors can place their factories 
and other facilities. Industrial estates play a leading role across the 
Mekong Region in attracting investment and, thereby, providing jobs 
and revenues from various sources. However, this is a competitive 
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business and so the IEAT takes steps to ensure that estates in Thailand 
offer superior infrastructure and connectivity to those areas available 
in competitor countries. The IEAT is also taking a lead in promoting 
green or eco-friendly estates which can help investors take steps 
towards a zero carbon footprint. 

 

The third keynote speaker was Mr. Thanaphon Charawanitwong, the 
Plan and Policy Analyst for the Department of Traffic at the Ministry 
of Transport. His topic was the role of transportation infrastructure 
development in Thailand, how it will link with the Asian Highway 
Network being coordinated by the Asian Development Bank and some 
of the likely implications resulting from this for Thailand’s future 
economic development. The construction of roads and railways across 
the Mekong Region now enables goods to move from Singapore in the 
south to Kunming and Shanghai and beyond in the north. This form of 
connectivity makes possible a wide range of profitable new activities 
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for producers that can make use of the network. Some of the papers in 
the academic section subsequently explored some of the issues related 
to the creative destruction unleashed by capitalism as a result of these 
changes. 

 

The academic papers session was introduced by the editor and 
workshop organizer, who provided an overview of Korean economic 
development and its impact on the Mekong Region. Reference was 
made to the progress of Korean companies and organizations 
described elsewhere with a view to exploring what kind of an example 
Korean development might represent for those who might wish to 
follow it. 

The next paper was given by Associate Professor Dr. Suravuth 
Pratisththananda, who is a leading water engineer and consultant of 
longstanding. Water management has become a particularly important 
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element in Thailand’s economic development as a result of the Great 
Floods of 2011, which caused the loss of more than 800 lives and was 
considered to be the third worst economic disaster of the year. 
Flooding has been a perennial problem in Thailand but is brought into 
sharper focus by deforestation and climate change and, from the 
economic perspective, because of the flooding and closure of many of 
the industrial estates to the north of Bangkok. To prevent any further 
loss of confidence, among investors as well as citizens, the 
government has created and introduced an extensive set of water 
management projects including floodways, dam construction and real-
time condition monitoring and the contracts for those modules were 
opened for bidding by the private sector. As a result of this, the 
Korean consortium K Water has become a leading player in the 
bidding process and was awarded a number of contracts. This has 
raised the question of how important infrastructure projects of this sort 
might be in joining economies together and whether it would provide 
opportunities for other Korean companies to enter the markets 
concerned. 
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The next paper was presented jointly by Phramaha Min 
Phutthithanasombat and Dr. Petcharat Lovichakorntikul. This paper 
examined the growth of Korean tourism in Siem Reap in Cambodia 
and, hence, the prospects of opening a Korean restaurant there. One of 
the principal problems involved in such a venture is in the differences 
in standards in local facilities (for example, quality control and 
sanitation) and those standards that might be expected by what is now 
a sophisticated and experienced set of international travelers.  
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The next speaker was Ms. Nancy Huyen Nguyen, who is a researcher 
into Southeast Asian-Latin American links at the University of the 
Thai Chamber of Commerce. She spoke of the two decades of Korean 
trade and investment in Vietnam and the prospects for the future. 
Korean-Vietnamese links have been problematic as a result of the 
behaviour of some Korean troops in Vietnam during the Second 
Indochinese War and the fact that Korean corporations had benefited 
from contracts awarded during that conflict in the same way that 
Japanese corporations had benefited from the Korean Civil War. 
Subsequently, Korean companies which opened in Vietnam were 
subject to some criticism as a result of the treatment of the workers in 
those factories. Ms. Nguyen explained how these problems have, at 
least to some extent, been overcome. 

http://jcwalsh.files.wordpress.com/2013/11/img_0546.jpg


SIU Journal of Management, Vol.3, No.2 (December, 2013). ISSN: 2229-0044 
 

9 
 

 

Associate Professor Dr. Teresita Del Cruz-Rosario, formerly of the 
Lee Kuan Yew School of Public Policy, National University of 
Singapore, who spoke next, presented a paper on her research into 
land grabs in the Mekong Region. One of the most notable 
phenomena in the region in recent years has been the way in which 
foreign capital has been used to buy land and concessions for personal 
use and, in some cases, to convert those areas into what have been 
described as ‘para-statal areas’ which are effectively beyond the reach 
of the state. In these areas, it has become common for a form of 
cowboy or wild west capitalism to be unleashed which is red in tooth 
and claw. Although Korean interests have not always been in the 
forefront of these activities, there certainly has been a presence and 
Dr. Del Cruz-Rosario helped to outline some of the contours of the 
developments that have taken place. 
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The last speaker of the first day of the workshop was Assistant 
Professor Dr. Lavanchawee Sujarittanonta, from I-Shou University in 
Kaohsiung, Taiwan. She took as her topic he impact of the Korean 
Hallyu on young people in societies across the Greater Mekong Sub-
Region. Adopting a broad definition of the Hallyu that included 
popular music, television, film, dance and other forms of cultural 
production, Dr. Lavanchawee described the differential impacts of the 
phenomenon across the different societies and how this reflected 
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differences in connectivity and infrastructure, as well as cultural and 
location-specific factors. 

 

The second day began with a paper from Dr. Nittana Southiseng, who 
is an SME Development Specialist at the Mekong Institute in Khon 
Kaen. Her paper concerned the reality and prospects for Korean trade 
and investment in her home country of Laos, which she defined as the 
Land of Ample OpportunitieS. The Lao government has walked a 
difficult path in recent years and tried to navigate between 
encouraging external investment to boost the economy with the need 
to maintain social and political control Nevertheless, there are many 
reasons why investors would be interested in establishing facilities in 
the country. 
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The next speaker was Mr. Ye Tun Min, who is a doctoral candidate at 
the Mandalay campus of Shinawatra University. He spoke about the 
efforts of some Korean organizations to improve the quality and 
consistency of companies in Myanmar to grow, harvest and distribute 
high quality products in the health food categories so that they can be 
marketed in Korea and, indeed, around the world. It is possible, as 
some observers suggested, that this can – at this stage of development 
of the Myanmar economy – only be effected through a form of 
vertical integration. 
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The workshop’s final speaker was Dr. Sittichai Anantarangsi, who 
presented a paper on his research into employees of Korean 
companies in Thailand. Drawing from a diverse set of qualitative 
interviewing transcripts, Dr. Sittichai commented on the distinctions 
between Korean people working for Korean companies and overseas 
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employees. In general, even though many if not all Korean companies 
have embraced more modern management styles, the benefits of that 
modernity do not always apply to the employees considered in this 
study. 

 

There was a good turnout for the opening session, with more than 50 
guests and as many as 20 attendants for the second day as well. We 
are planning a second event on these lines and hope to use the model 
for workshops and conferences on other themes – the combination of 
a focused theme and giving extended time to speakers (45 minutes 
each) was I think successful in promoting interest and discussion.  
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