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Executive Summary

The International Development Research Centre 
(IDRC) and Grow Asia hosted an event on the 
sidelines of the 4th Canada-ASEAN Business 
Council (CABC) Business Forum in Singapore 
on 23 March 2018. The event convened a broad 
spectrum of stakeholders, with the 40 participants 
representing the private sector, research,  
academia, government and civil society.  
Discussions focused primarily on the garments, 
electronics and agriculture industries in Southeast 
Asia – sectors which employ large numbers of 
low-skilled and often marginalized women and 
men.

The objective of the event was twofold: firstly, 
to present the work of IDRC on trade and value 
chains to the Canada-ASEAN business community; 
and secondly to take stock of knowledge from 
the centre’s different projects on trade and value 
chains, establish synergies across projects, and 
start building a network of experts and  
practitioners on the topic of improving global 
value chains.

The event was divided into two parts. The  
morning entailed a high-level policy forum with a 
mix of speakers, including representatives from 
the Canadian High Commission, Grow Asia, 
various IDRC projects from across the region 
and Senior Program Specialists from the IDRC. 
The afternoon session was an internal research 
workshop for IDRC grantees, project leaders and 
researchers to share their experiences and  
findings in an open, neutral learning environment.

The 40 participants shared insights, successes 
and challenges faced from their involvement 
in IDRC projects around the region. Audience 
members gained insights on current and future 
trade, value chains and sustainable development 
in Southeast Asia from industry leaders.

The day provided participants with a forum for 
sharing experiences and building rapport with 
one another. As the first event of its kind between 
IDRC and Grow Asia, the two organizations aim 
to leverage the connections built and facilitate 
future opportunities for cross-sector knowledge 
sharing.
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Introduction

The International Development Research Centre 
(IDRC)-Grow Asia event took place on the  
sidelines to the 4th Canada-ASEAN Business 
Council (CABC) Business Forum in Singapore on 
23 March 2018. 

The morning session brought together around 40 
stakeholders from a variety of sectors including 
research, academia, government and civil society 
to discuss trade, value chains and sustainable 
development in Southeast Asia. Participants heard 
from a variety of esteemed keynote speakers and 
panelists representing various organizations and 
stages of the value chain. 

The agenda and theme encouraged conversation 
among participants and the sharing of individual 
experiences to deepen ties with stakeholders 
around the region.

The morning opened with a welcome address 
from The Honorable Dean Allison, Member of  
Parliament and Vice-Chair of the Standing 
Committee on International Trade, House of 
Commons, Government of Canada, who thanked 
IDRC and Grow Asia for facilitating the event.

Hon. Allison acknowledged the strong relationships 
between Canada and ASEAN, the valuable work 
of IDRC and its ability to connect the development 
world and global value chain. He set a collaborative 
tone for the day’s discussions. 
 
Dr. Edgard Rodriguez, Senior Program  
Specialist, Myanmar Initiative Lead, IDRC and  
Mr. Grahame Dixie, Executive Director, Grow 

Asia highlighted the importance of bringing 
together researchers, practitioners and experts 
to share learnings on the topic. As organizing 
partners, IDRC and Grow Asia are encouraged 
by the multi-stakeholder approach to discussing 
value chain development in Southeast Asia and 
would like to thank all participants for their input 
and commitment to collaborating on the topic.

Shared prosperity lies in the  
pursuit of free trade among nations. 
We believe that to ensure jobs for 
the future and prosperity generated 
by supply chains, we need to  
integrate more.

The Honorable Dean Allison, Member of 
Parliament and Vice-Chair of the Standing  
Committee on International Trade, House of 
Commons, Government of Canada

“

“
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Insights from High-level Policy Forum

Keynote Address: Trade, value chains and sustainable development in Southeast Asia

Prof. Alex Capri from NUS Business School, 
National University of Singapore, delivered a 
keynote session to set the macro context for the 
morning’s discussion. Two subsequent panel  
discussions took the themes he identified into 
more granular form.

Prof. Capri explored the economic landscape in 
Southeast Asia and external factors which are 
shaping the landscape for regional value chains. 

He invited participants to consider the anatomy of 
a modern value chain, highlighting their complexity 
and the need to incorporate intangible outputs 
such as finances, taxes, IT and human capital. 
With so many stakeholders involved and value 
creation occurring at every stage, how do we 
ensure all needs are represented?

He discussed the challenges preventing the  
free-flow of trade and harmonization of  
regulations in ASEAN, including disparities  
between countries, corruption, geo-political 
tensions, non-tariff barriers and the need for hard 
and soft infrastructure. He noted that much of the 
“low hanging fruit” has already been picked, such 
as customs duties, and the hard work lies ahead 
if we are to achieve a single market in ASEAN. As 
seen with the European Union, it is likely to be a 
long process.

However, with digital solutions disrupting global 
value chains Prof. Capri highlighted the role of 
technology in allowing emerging markets to  

“quantum leap” more advanced nations. The digital 
value chain in Southeast Asia is still a relatively 
small part of the overall picture, and there is  
plenty of opportunity for growth and transformation.

Yet with a regionally aging population and large 
numbers out of the formal education and  
employment systems, how do we ensure that  
everyone in ASEAN becomes a “digital native”? 

4 D’s of Disruption 
in ASEAN: 

Digitization: big technology, increased  
transparency, lower barriers to entry and the rise 
of collaborative networks   

Diversification: self-organizing markets,  
scalable products, micro-national enterprises  
and bespoke production 

Densification: urbanization, producers moving 
closer to stakeholders and circular value chains 

Decentralization: shorter supply chains, pressure 
on localized resources, increased role of  
non-state actors and fragmented micro markets
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A key measure of ASEAN’s advancement will be 
the development of human capital and active  
economic contribution. Intra-regional trade levels 
are high, and there is opportunity for greater  
volume and expansion into global value chains if 
all entities are given the same opportunities.  
Prof. Capri highlighted the role of Asian universities 
and governments in producing high-quality  
programs to incubate and retain best-in-class 
digital economy talent here in Asia. Public-private 
partnerships and the input of industry associations 
will also be critical to ensuring that agreements 
are crafted with all stakeholders in mind.

The theme of inclusiveness continued throughout 
the day’s discussions, with participants keen to 
explore how different stakeholders can participate 
in making trade and value chains more inclusive.

Key Takeaways:

ASEAN countries face disparate 
challenges, and achieving  
harmonization will be a complicated 
process

Digital technologies have the  
potential to transform markets, but 
we must ensure they leave no one 
behind

Inclusivity and developing human 
capital are critical to ASEAN’s 
advancement

1

2

3

Insights from High-level Policy Forum
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While a driver of economic growth and job  
creation for many countries in ASEAN, global 
value chains can be sources of inequality and  
exclusion. Failure to bring opportunities to  
marginalized groups may jeopardize economic 
integration, growth and sustainable development.

A panel discussion on the economic and social 
impacts of trade and value chains drew upon 
IDRC projects to identify levers at the corporate, 
community, national and international levels which 
can influence conditions for workers.

Identifying societal barriers: 
Prof. Locknie Hsu, Professor of Law, Singapore 
Management University (SMU) shared insights 
from a recent report on economic trade barriers. 
She emphasized the need to think practically 
about who is participating in value chains and the 
obstacles faced by small businesses and women, 
who make up almost half of all entrepreneurs in 
Southeast Asia. She highlighted the fixed format 
of trade agreement templates, which typically 
do not have the entire value chain or small and 
medium sized enterprises (SMEs) in mind. The 
greatest opportunities lie in making appropriate  
information, technology and tools available to 
SMEs to ensure they can participate in global value 
chains. This includes local-language materials.

Supporting SMEs:
Mr. Dang Huy Dong, Former Vice-Minister of 
Planning and Investment, and Former Vice  
Chairman of the Party Central Committee’s  
Economic Commission, Vietnam, shared  
examples of positive change in Vietnam to 
support startups and microbusinesses. Key to 
developing an ecosystem which works for them is 
ensuring their voices are heard and represented 
at the time of negotiation, particularly when most 
free trade negotiations are being led by developed 
countries which do not fully understand the issues 
faced. Policies such as special tax preferences for 
Venture Capitalists, tax exemptions for co-working 
spaces and free technology validation certificates 
are making an important difference.

Panel Discussions I: Economic and Social Impacts of Trade and Value 
Chains in ASEAN

The challenge for governments 
is providing knowledge on global 
trade to the microbusinesses.

Mr. Dang Huy Dong, Former Vice-Minister 
of Planning and Investment, and Former Vice 
Chairman of the Party Central  
Committee’s Economic Commission, Vietnam 

“ “

Insights from High-level Policy Forum

Mr Dong also highlighted the concern over  
unofficial border trades, the sale of defected 
products and the infiltration of non-standardized 
goods. This leads to unfair trade and competition 
at the expense of local and more vulnerable  
businesses.
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SMEs cannot grow alone. They 
don’t have the capacity to get the 
raw materials, technology, and  
access to conversations they need.

Mr. Min Zar Ni Lin, Deputy Director of 
Research, Centre for Economic and Social 
Development (CESD), Myanmar

“ “

Partnership platforms:
Mr. Grahame Dixie, Executive Director, Grow 
Asia, described Grow Asia’s multi-stakeholder 
partnership model and the benefits of a forum for 
disparate parties to create dialogue and 
co-develop solutions. Mr Dixie shared learnings 
from Grow Asia’s development of inclusive, 
sustainable agricultural value chains, including 
the importance of embedding local SMEs to build 
trust between smallholder farmers and large 
agribusinesses. The Grow Asia platform is also 
proving an important interlocuter between  
government and other sectors, with partners keen 
to be involved in policy development and recognizing 
the importance of speaking as “one voice”. 

Democratization in Myanmar:
Mr. Min Zar Ni Lin, Deputy Director of Research, 
Centre for Economic and Social Development 
(CESD), Myanmar talked through the recent 
development of trade in Myanmar. With significant 
reforms in trade and labor markets, and the  
democratization of value chains, successful  
integration with the international community is 
key. Both import and export levels are growing 
significantly, yet compared to neighboring countries 
Myanmar’s contribution could be much higher. 
Opportunities lie in the adoption of machinery 
or technology, financial inclusion, assurance of 
fair working conditions and promotion of digital 
literacy. 

A clear common theme was the importance of 
connectivity to ensure better policy outcomes and 
inclusion. Summarizing agreements among the 
panelists, session moderator Dr. Kai Ostwald, 
Assistant Professor, School of Public Policy and 
Global Affairs and Department of Political  
Science, University of British Columbia said we 
must ensure the right people, technologies and 
sectors are represented in trade agreements.

Insights from High-level Policy Forum

Key Takeaways:

ASEAN’s ecosystem must support 
women entrepreneurs and SMEs

All stakeholders should be  
represented in the development of 
policies and regulations 

Formal partnerships can offer a 
platform for building trust and  
integration

1

2

3
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The second panel discussion explored the  
challenges linking domestic enterprise to  
international markets, particularly those led by 
women. 

Panelists presented ideas on the role of trade  
policies and initiatives, how to create opportunities 
for SMEs, and solutions for how SMEs can maintain 
competitiveness and cope with technological and 
regulatory changes.

Mr. Steven Tipman, Executive Director, TFO 
Canada described TFO’s role in solidifying part-
nerships between SMEs in developing countries 
with international providers. By working with 
support and trade organizations at the ground 
level, they can enhance skills in competitiveness, 
market development and trade promotion. Mr. 
Tipman echoed earlier comments about the need 
to provide SMEs with core skills and knowledge, 
and his phrase “SMEs don’t know what they don’t 
know” was repeated by other participants several 
times throughout the day.

Panel Discussions II: Integration of ASEAN SMEs into global markets

The answer people usually think 
is ‘we need more money’. Actually, 
SMEs don’t know what they don’t 
know. Providing them with access to 
knowledge, technology and markets 
is what’s essential – and this  
information is available at no cost.

Mr. Steven Tipman, Executive Director,  
TFO Canada

“

“
Insights from High-level Policy Forum

Mr. Jonathon Chang, Executive Director of 
the Lien Centre for Social Innovation, Adjunct 
Professor of Social Entrepreneurship, Singapore 
Management University identified three key  
challenges: a lack of mutual understanding  
between markets and SMEs; lack of knowledge of 
cross-border market complexities; and the need 
to embrace failure. Explaining cultural and country 
differences, Mr. Chang highlighted a common-
place perception that it is limiting to be socially 
minded, and this must be transformed.

Mr. Madhurjya Kumar Dutta, Director of Trade 
and Investment Facilitation at Mekong Institute 
(MI) said that the size of SMEs is what holds them 
back from getting into global value chains, and 
most are not visible in the complete production 
work. He shared an example of a capacity  
building project in the Mekong region which is 
looking to develop “product clusters”. These 
clusters, or coalitions, are then integrated into the 
global market through a free online platform. The 
scheme is facilitating best practice, competitiveness 
and allowing for better government regulation of 
e-commerce to enhance security.

Ms. Khin Ohmmar Moe, Owner and Managing 
Director, Sabanan Company Ltd, Myanmar 
shared her personal story of establishing a  
business as a woman entrepreneur, after spotting 
an opportunity for high-quality coffee in Myanmar. 
She agreed with Mr. Tipman’s comment that 
SMEs don’t know what they don’t know, saying 
that the knowledge and support she received to 
create a business and marketing plan proved 
crucial to her securing retail interest. Ms. Moe 
expressed the everyday struggles faced by 
women entrepreneurs in Myanmar, who are often 
considered to be taking risks at the expense of 
their families. Fear of failure is therefore an issue 
preventing many women from achieving their full 
potential.

Panelists and participants agreed that capacity 
building will be important at all levels of the value 
chain. Mr. Tipman highlighted the importance of 
training trade support institutions and identifying 
cultural-specific issues which may hold back 
marginalized groups such as women. Education, 
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Insights from High-level Policy Forum

awareness-raising and the sharing of best  
practice through culturally relevant case studies 
were agreed as potential solutions to the problem. 
Mr. Dutta called upon national governments to 
help identify and promote women entrepreneurs.

I am here today because we need 
women voices heard. It is important 
to continue this dialogue and we 
should look through a gender lens 
when creating policy. Women make 
up half of the population of ASEAN 
and we need everyone to be able to 
plug in and create the market.

Ms. Jeannie Javelosa, President and Chief 
Visionary Officer, Great Women ASEAN

“

“

Key Takeaways:

Knowledge must be democratized 
to ensure everyone benefits 

Sharing best practice through 
relevant case studies could help 
businesses and trade support 
institutions 

Grouping SMEs can help them 
integrate into the global market

1

2

3
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Summary of Morning Discussions
The issue of gender inequality and gender-specific obstacles was a recurring theme, and all participants 
agreed that there is much to be done in ASEAN to realize women’s full contribution to economic growth and 
ensure inclusive value chains. The challenge for researchers is how to make this happen. However,  
participants agreed that recognizing the issue is the first step towards change.

A repeated message was the need to work across sectors and connect research with businesses to make 
full use of knowledge and innovations being developed. Dr. Edgard Rodriguez stressed that platforms such 
as the IDRC-Grow Asia Learning Alliance offers a place to distribute concrete information, and it is important 
that partnership models remain sustainable. Fundraising from alternative sources such as the private sector, 
and the application of research in new areas will help ensure that discussions become practical solutions in 
the developing world. Working in partnership will be critical to success.

Dr. Bouba Housseini, Program Officer, Employment and Growth, IDRC summarized by encouraging all 
actors to connect and find practical ways to provide capacity building to support enterprises, and to share 
experiences and knowledge to enable inclusive policy development.

Insights from High-level Policy Forum

IDRC | Grow Asia Research to Policy Forum10
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Updates 
and Insights 
from IDRC 
Projects

IDRC | Grow Asia Research to Policy Forum11
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IDRC grantees shared updates from 
projects on trade and value chains in 
Southeast Asia1. Participants in this 
research workshop provided updates 
on progress on their projects, took 
stock of the learnings and knowledge 
shared, with a view to leverage synergies 
across projects and start building a 
network of peers and practitioners. 

Canada-ASEAN value chains
Dr. Kai Ostwald, Assistant Professor, School of 
Public Policy and Global Affairs and Department 
of Political Science, University of British Columbia

Dr. Ostwald shared insights from the Canada- 
ASEAN Business Outlook Survey developed by 
the University of British Columbia. It surveyed 
businesses trading across the regions to  
understand different perspectives, any major 
obstacles they faced, and identify possible channels 
and opportunities for economic integration. It was 
a broad perspective study, aiming to incorporate 
many different voices (including country of origin, 
size of firm and sector). The survey identified two 
major obstacles to further engagement between 
Canada and ASEAN:

The report provided a useful reference point for 
the Canada-ASEAN Business Council (CABC) 
and stakeholders and acted as a baseline for 
future decisions. It recommended establishing a 
channel to increase awareness among businesses 
and address some of the challenges of trade. This 
led to the creation of the Free Trade Agreement 
Study between ASEAN and Canada, and a further 
study by the CABC.

1 Refer to Annex on page 13 for the list of IDRC funded projects on trade and value chains in Southeast Asia

Both Canadian and Southeast Asian  
businesses weren’t aware of what the other 
market could offer, and did not have the data  
or knowledge on how to seize opportunities 

Few programs had been established to  
facilitate cross-border value chains and allow 
businesses to engage with different markets

Updates and Insights from IDRC Projects

Next steps:

UBC is looking at how an  
agreement between Canada  
and ASEAN could facilitate free 
flow trade 

UBC is interviewing firms in the 
region with existing ties to the 
Canadian market, or interest in 
expanding there. It is also looking 
at policy programs in Myanmar 
 
UBC would like to find partners to 
support this research. Dr Otswald 
welcomed suggestions for how to 
incorporate other stakeholders

IDRC | Grow Asia Research to Policy Forum12
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Updates and Insights from IDRC Projects

Just Jobs in global value chains:  
Inclusive industrialization for ASEAN

Ms. Tanja Matheis  
Project Manager, Just Jobs Network  
Mr. Divya Prakash  
Researcher, Just Jobs Network  
Mr. Min Zar Ni Lin  
Deputy Director of Research, Centre for Economic 
and Social Development (CESD), Myanmar 
Ms. Jidapa Meepien
Researcher at Kenan Institute Asia, Thailand

This project is looking at global value chains in 
the electronics and apparel industries in  
Myanmar, the Philippines, Thailand and Vietnam. 
Just Jobs worked with in-country partners to 
explore working conditions and identify links to 
economic and social upgrading.

The project team ran qualitative interviews with 
workers and firm managers and conducted  
secondary data analysis of national enterprise 
and/or labor surveys. The interviews sought to 
understand business strategies in relation to  
economic upgrading and social up/downgrading; 
barriers for certain social groups; conditions 
required for equal opportunities and goals for 
participating in global value chains. They tried to 
understand life for field workers on the assembly 
line; whether conditions varied depending on the 
skill level and whether they received training.

In-country partners shared insights from their 
research on the ground. In Myanmar, partners 
found that conducting surveys was not easy and 
support from the private sector was essential.  
A mix of online and paper data collection was  
required. Researchers also needed to compare 
the workers’ answers to their families and identify 
the gaps. In Thailand, the study separated data 
from small, medium and large enterprises as the 
size of the organization affected results.

Next steps:

Just Jobs is looking to aggregate 
findings from other similar long-term 
engagements and identify how these 
insights can be turned into actionable 
policies to foster change.

IDRC | Grow Asia Research to Policy Forum13
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This project aimed to explore whether the lives 
of workers in the textile industry, especially 
women workers, their families, and society would 
be affected by improving working conditions. It 
compared companies involved in the “Better Work 
Indonesia” program, which encourages training 
and workshops for employees. Generally, only 
larger garment companies join the scheme and 
the research sought to understand if it made a 
difference to workers’ lives.

The research comprised a survey involving 7,000 
factory workers from Indonesia and Vietnam and 
focus group discussions. In general, findings 
showed that workers’ compensation, experience 
at work and job prospects were negatively affected 
if the company was not involved in the Better 
Work Indonesia program, and conditions in the 
factories tended to be worse. These factors affected 
the workers’ overall quality of life.
Participants at the IDCR-Grow Asia event  
observed that garment companies are typically 
under scrutiny because the nature of the industry 
is mass produced, and it is assumed that  
conditions are bad. In contrast, very few SMEs 
are asked about working conditions because it is 
assumed that the quality is better.
 

Next steps:

Findings will be published in  
international journals, and results and 
recommendations will be disseminated 
to stakeholders. 

Updates and Insights from IDRC Projects

Empowering women through humane 
workplaces: Garment factories in 
Southeast Asia 

Dr. Permata Wuluandari 
Department of Management,  
University of Indonesia 

IDRC | Grow Asia Research to Policy Forum14



IDRC | Grow Asia Research to Policy Forum15

Updates and Insights from IDRC Projects

Value chains in ASEAN:  
NUS workshop series 

Mr. Yuk Meng Foo 
NUS Business School, National University  
of Singapore (NUS)

Mr. Foo shared learnings on building capacity of 
business leaders through a new NUS program on 
managing cross-border trade and value chains in 
Southeast Asia. 

NUS had observed that corporate leaders faced 
stumbling blocks when it came to their knowledge 
on cross-border trade and sustainability reporting, 
and a number of companies weren’t investing 
in expanding capabilities. The course looked to 
target this group and elevate capacity across the 
region to equip leaders to make changes.

IDRC sponsored course participants from ASEAN 
countries, targeting women and business leaders 
who may have not otherwise gained access to the 
training. Leaders from all over the region signed 
up and the course was oversubscribed. Securing 
interest from the corporate sector was still a  
challenge, however, with the majority coming from 
the public sector and NGOs.

Next steps:

Participants at the IDRC-Grow Asia 
event discussed how to capitalize on 
the experience and reach more  
people, particularly business leaders. 
The room agreed that publicizing  
programs is important, and they 
should be pitched at a high level, 
to the right people. They should be 
viewed as a mechanism for connecting 
key decision makers, rather than “just” 
a training course. Establishing alumni 
networks could also lead to long-term 
engagement and knowledge sharing.

IDRC | Grow Asia Research to Policy Forum15
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Updates and Insights from IDRC Projects

TFO Canada established the “Making Trade 
Work for Development” project to increase the 
practical knowledge of SMEs operating in Asia’s 
least developed countries and help them export to 
more developed markets, with a particular focus 
on Canada. 

The project targets the agro-food industry and 
SMEs in Cambodia, Laos and Myanmar, aiming 
to identify business growth opportunities in the 
sector through contacts with prospective buyers. 
It will culminate in 2019. Activities are staggered 
over five phases, comprising market entry  
studies, seminars, export readiness training,  
market familiarization missions and monitoring.
 
The importance of education and developing a 
mutual understanding of interests, including 
consumers’, has proved a key learning.

Making Trade Work for Development:  
Export capacity support for small  
exporters from Asia-Pacific least  
developed countries in specialty  
agro-food value chains

Steven Tipman 
Executive Director, TFO Canada

Next steps:

Early findings have shown that  
modification of packaging should be 
considered when planning to sell to 
Canadian consumers. The project will 
identify actions and product/market  
adaptation required to prepare 
Asia-Pacific SMEs to export to the 
Canadian market, such as product 
changes, labelling and pricing. The 
project also looks to improve trade 
development services and will support 
SMEs in negotiating with Canadian 
buyers.

If we only had a Canadian lens,  
we would not achieve our goal
“ “

IDRC | Grow Asia Research to Policy Forum16
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Updates and Insights from IDRC Projects

Promoting women entrepreneurship  
for export business

Mr. Madjurjya Kumar Dutta 
Director of Trade and Investment Facilitation  
at Mekong Institute (MI)  
Ms. Seila Polham 
Principal Founder, Khmer Artisanry, Cambodia  
Ms. Khin Ohmmar Moe 
Owner and Managing Director, Sabanan Company 
Ltd, Myanmar

Women entrepreneurs play an important role in 
the value chain in ASEAN, but their voice is small. 
This project aimed to empower existing and  
prospective women entrepreneurs within the 
Greater Mekong Sub-Region to strengthen their 
skills and motivation to expand their businesses 
to regional and global markets.  

The project began with identifying product sectors 
with high export value, before an extensive review 
process to select 26 women entrepreneurs. The 
program provided formalized training and capability 
building, including field visits with exporters,  
inviting government and regional experts,  
peer-to-peer support and six training modules for 
the women entrepreneurs in local languages. MI 
collaborated with development centers, women’s 
business associations and national ministries of 
industry and commerce.

Impact:

Improved performance of the businesses 
through formal product and marketing plans

Promoted the businesses at trade events and 
through introduction of e-commerce

Established entrepreneurship culture among 
the women for export business

Promoted responsible leadership and  
sustainable business

Next steps:

Supporting national governments 
with the framing of national laws 
and regulations around  
e-commerce

Market familiarization missions to 
Canada with selected SMEs in the 
specialty food sector

IDRC | Grow Asia Research to Policy Forum17
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Updates and Insights from IDRC Projects

Two of the project beneficiaries, Ms. Polham and 
Ms. Moe, shared their personal experiences of 
being involved in the program and some of the 
in-country realities and cultural differences faced. 

Ms. Polham described some of the challenges 
of setting up her business in Cambodia, such as 
PayPal not being accepted in the country which 
made expansion into e-commerce difficult. She 
called for more training for business women in 
Cambodia, technical and certifications of quality 
assurance, a formal e-commerce platform and 
e-payment system, financial assistance, networking 
opportunities at a regional and international level, 
and interest from investors or potential partners.

Challenges were a mix of business and personal. 
A common hurdle was gaining financial 
assistance, with many banks unable to provide 
loans to women as decisions were made based 
on the husband’s income.

Ms. Moe shared that language often acted as a 
barrier, and cultural differences meant it was not 
common practice to produce business and  
marketing plans. The program helped her formalize 
many of her processes. Ms. Moe recommended 
further training for women entrepreneurs,  
continuous support for access to market,  
education on international markets, value chain 
projects, certifications, technology knowledge, 
and e-commerce and e-payment.

IDRC | Grow Asia Research to Policy Forum18
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Updates and Insights from IDRC Projects

Grow Asia Learning Alliance (GALA): 
Turning value chains into social gains

Mr. Pranav Sethaputra 
Learning Alliance Manager, Grow Asia

Grow Asia is a multi-stakeholder partnership 
platform, aiming to reach 10 million farmers by 
2020 and improve their yields, productivity and 
environmental sustainability.

Pan-regional exchange of knowledge, best 
practice and solutions among practitioners and 
organizations in the agriculture sector is required 
to achieve sectoral change at this scale. While 
knowledge exists in many places, the challenge is 
ensuring widespread access and addressing the 
currently fragmented approach to research and 
the insufficient focus on market-led, demand- 
driven research. Many agribusinesses are also 
hesitant to share their own research due to 
Intellectual Property issues or fear of disclosing 
business focus areas.

As a neutral platform, the Grow Asia Learning 
Alliance (GALA) was established to facilitate  
interaction between agribusinesses and knowledge 
producers, including academics and think tanks. It 
aims to help agribusinesses adopt action-focused, 

impact-orientated research. GALA is initially  
focusing on Myanmar and the Philippines, tailoring 
the approach depending on the market needs and 
context.

In Myanmar, Grow Asia will come up with a series 
of learning initiatives, from financing models to 
collective marketing. In the Philippines, GALA will 
take a more formal structure and will involve  
multiple partners. GALA aims to enable Grow 
Asia’s in-country partners to share explicit and 
implicit learnings, such as project adoption and 
starting conversations with government.

Mr. Sethaputra invited the room to share any 
feedback with Grow Asia on measurement and 
evaluation processes, networks available, and 
outputs from similar experiences.

Goals:
Collaborative approach to research 

Increased access to knowledge to support 
Grow Asia’s work 

Stronger ties between the private sector 
and research institutes
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Conclusion
Future opportunities for collaboration

Reflecting on the day, participants agreed on the 
importance of knowledge exchange and using 
forums such as this event to share experiences. 
All participants agreed they were leaving with 
food for thought and were keen to continue the 
dialogue and explore opportunities to partner 
across sectors. 

Discussing sustainability of projects and achieving 
impact at scale, participants stressed the need  
to involve the right stakeholders and ensure  
research is presented to the right people. This 
could include convincing government for  
resources, connecting partners in similar fields, 
or publishing research in appropriate outlets and 

channels for decision makers to influence policy.

Dr. Housseini acknowledged Grow Asia for its 
support and partnership, and thanked participants 
for their active involvement in the discussions. 
IDRC would like to maintain momentum and looks 
forward to taking the conversation further with the 
group and additional stakeholders.

This event was made possible thanks to the  
support of IDRC. To learn more about this  
initiative and IDRC’s supported research projects 
on trade and value chains in Southeast Asia, 
please contact Bouba Housseini (Employment 
and Growth program) at eg@idrc.ca
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Alex Capri Professor Business School, National  
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Dean Allison Member of Parliament Government of Canada
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Edgard Rodriguez Senior Program Specialist, Myanmar Initiative Lead IDRC
Grahame Dixie Executive Director Grow Asia
Hang Thuy Pham Lecturer Foreign Trade University,  

Vietnam
Ho Han Peng Programme Manager, Lien Centre for Social Innovation Singapore Management  

University
Jackson Yip Director of Development Office Business School, National  

University of Singapore (NUS)
Jeannie Javelosa President and Chief Visionary Officer GREAT Women ASEAN
Jidapa Meepien Researcher Kenan Institute Asia
Jonathan Chang Director of Lien Centre for Social Innovation Singapore Management  

University
Joseph Potvin Executive Director Xalgorithms Foundation
Kai Ostwald Assistant Professor, School of Public Policy and Global 

Affairs and Department of Political Science
University of British  
Columbia

Khin Ohmmar Moe Owner and Managing Director Sabanan Company Ltd,  
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Liyana Othman Trade Policy Analyst Asian Trade Centre
Locknie Hsu Professor of Law Singapore Management  

University
Madhurjya Kumar Dutta Director of Trade and Investment Facilitation Mekong Institute
Matthew Coghlan Senior Policy & Project Consultant Independent Consultant
Mira Chatt Regional Economic Advisor (Southeast Asia) High Commission of Canada in 

Singapore
Nang Seng Pin Coordinator Center for Economic and  

Social Development, Myanmar
Nadia Soerjanto Project Analyst Grow Asia
Permata Wulandari Lecturer, Department of Management University of Indonesia
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Rachel Chan Senior Associate AVPN
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Steven Tipman Executive Director TFO Canada
Tanja Matheis Project Manager Just Jobs Network
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List of IDRC funded projects on trade 
and value chains in Southeast Asia:    

Canada-ASEAN value chains 
University of British Columbia

Just jobs in global value chains:  
Inclusive industrialization for ASEAN  
Just Jobs Network

Empowering women through humane workplaces:  
Garment factories in South East Asia  
Tufts University

Value chains in ASEAN: NUS Workshop series  
NUS Business School, National University of Singapore

Making trade work for development: Export capacity  
support for small exporters from Asia-Pacific (ECSAF) least 
developed countries in speciality agro-food value chains  
TFO Canada

Promoting women entrepreneurship for export business 
Mekong Institute (MI) 

Grow Asia Learning Alliance (GALA): Turning value chains 
into social gains  
Grow Asia

1

2

3

4

5

6

7

International Development Research Centre

Centre de recherches pour le développement international

ANNEX
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