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Abstract 

 The study proposes a strategic sustainable development (SD) framework for the special 
economic zones in the ASEAN Economic Community (AEC) by investigating 11 key factors to 
the success of SD, using the concepts of Strategic Environment Assessment (SEA) and 
Sustainability Assessment (SA). The key factors are 1) public education, 2) educational system, 
3) international sd standard, 4) policy, 5) management structure, 6) environmental management, 
7) zoning, 8) expenditure, 9) public participation, 10) public health and 11) local business 
protection. The study use qualitative methods including a literature review as well as collection 
of primary data through a semi-structured interview form by face-to-face in-depth interviewing 
with 56 stakeholders selected through the triangulation and appreciative inquiry techniques. The 
data were qualitatively analyzed to present opinions, problems, needs and results according to 
SEA and SA. Using content analysis, an analysis was conducted of the state of SD in the target 
areas of Mukdahan and Savannakhet special economic zones. A strategic SD framework was 
designed for use in the AEC region. The study recommends further investigation of key factors 
to identify those that may be specific to each area. 
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Introduction 
 In 1998, the Greater Mekong sub-region 
(GMS) initiated the East West Economic 
Corridor (EWEC) project to develop logistic 
routes linking the Andaman Sea to the 
Vietnamese coast at Da Nang, Vietnam. This 
led to GMS members launching a number of 
development projects along EWEC routes 
[1].These included the establishment in 2003 
by the Laos National Committee for Special 
Economic Zone (LNSEZ) of the Savan-SENO 
Special Economic Zone (SSEZ) in Savannakhet 
province of the Lao People’s Democratic 
Republic (PDR), on the right wing of the 
EWEC project, which has attracted significant 
foreign investment [11]. Likewise, the govern-
ment of Thailand through its Cabinet Reso-
lution of 22/02/2004, set up the Mukdahan 
Special Economic Zone (MSEZ) in the country’s 
northeastern Mukdahan province bordering 
Lao PDR. Both projects are located next to 
each other and along Route 9 or R9, the main 
EWEC logistic route, which starts from Myan-
mar’s western Mawlamyine province, passing 
through Thailand’s Tak Province to Mukdahan, 
entering Laos at Savannakhet, then crossing 
into Vietnam’s Quang Tri Province before 
ending at Da Nang. Route 9 has become an 
important strategic route, with governments of 
these four countries initiating special economic 
zones along the route. 
 According to the Japan External Trade 
Organization (JETRO), the special economic 
zones have significantly boosted economic 
activity [11]. Over USD 1 billion invested in 
the SSEZ that boosted economic growth, 
promoted rural area development and gene-
rated jobs. About 300 companies with a total 
registered capital of almost USD 8 billion have 
been set up in SSEZ and approximately 15,000 
jobs created in the zone, with its export-import 
value reaching USD 352 million and USD 
1.115 billion, respectively [33].  

 The MSEZ has also stimulated economic 
growth within the zone, benefiting from its 
natural and human resource potential, accord-
ing to the Office of Industrial Economics of 
Thailand (OIE) [22]. The Board of Investment 
of Thailand (BOI) stated in its announcement 
NO.19/2015 that the “local government listed 
that MSEZ would be underlined as the main 
activities in the zone” [2]. The MSEZ has 
attracted foreign investment of USD 126 
million [22]. 
 However, a research investigation by the 
Royal Thai Consulate-General in Savannakhet 
found that social and environmental issues in 
both SSEZ and MSEZ tended to attract less 
attention than issues relating to economic 
growth. It was said that MSEZ and the SSEZ 
have resulted in negative social and envi-
ronmental impacts as both SSEZ and MSEZ 
lack adequate proper maintenance and ap-
propriate management [30]. One scholar, Mr. 
Supaluk, reported that the damaged road 
surface in Savankhet resulted in risk to 
transport from accidents, damage to goods, 
waste, dirt, chemical spills and air pollution, 
affecting both travellers and local communities 
[28]. As the United Nations has noted, while 
economic activity improves the living stan-
dards of some, it can also result in ecological 
degradation, affecting the prospects for long-
term sustainability [24]. 
 The international community has long 
reached a broad consensus that a development 
project without a SD plan is not viable. 
Accordingly, approaches such as Strategic Envi-
ronmental Assessment (SEA) and Sustain-
ability Appraisal (SA) are used to help integrate 
SD issues into policies, plans and programs 
(PPPs) [19]. For example, the European Union 
implements SEA and SA in its development 
plans and has issued a SEA Directive (2001/ 
42/EC). The United Nations Economic Com-
mission of Europe (UNECE) SEA protocol 
2003 offers another good example. 
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 This study aims to find out how SEA and 
SA can be used to promote SD in both special 
economic zones in Lao PDR and Thailand. The 
objectives of the study are 1) to investigate the 
key success factors of SD for the Savan-SENO 
Special Economic Zone and Mukdahan Special 
Economic Zone, and 2) to develop the strategic 
SD framework for Special Economic Zones in 
the ASEAN Economic Community (AEC). 
 
Literature Review 
1) Strategic environmental assessment (SEA) 
 The Strategic Environmental Assessment 
(SEA) approach is increasingly used. Its appli-
cation varies in process, methodology and 
practice according to the specific institutional 
context. The broad objective of a SEA is to 
ensure that key environmental issues are in-
corporated into the decision-making processes 
of Policy, Plan and Programs (PPPs) [19]. A 
SEA addresses the limitations of Environmental 
Impact Assessment (EIA) which is traditionally 
used for specific projects and activities [19]. 
The SEA became the international standard 
under the European Union SEA Directive 
(2001/42/EC) and the United Nations Economic 
Commission of Europe SEA protocol 2003, 
which made its application mandatory for all 
EU members. For example, the Board of the 
Portuguese Environmental Agency (BPEA) 
implemented the SEA standard and issued 
guidelines to relevant agencies. A BPEA state-
ment noted that the SEA was a decision 
support instrument that strengthened social 
commitments to SD, and contributed to more 
efficient resource management and a green 
economy. The Portuguese government has re-
quested all municipal governments to integrate 
SEA into their plans and programs, including 
municipal master plans and strategic frame-
works [27]. The Government of the United 
Kingdom has also integrated SEA into 
municipal development plans. In 2000, the 
Environmental Protection Department of the 

Hong Kong Government, applied the SEA 
procedure to the second railway development 
project with  three recommendations: 1) Fully 
consider the hidden environmental benefits; 2) 
Increase rail distance from 34% to almost 60% 
of total transport by 2016, with an estimated 
annual reduction in air pollutants equivalent to 
about 600 tons of NOx and respiratory sus-
pended particulates, and 160,000 tons of CO2 
equivalent; and 3) eliminate environmentally 
unacceptable alternatives [8]. Accordingly, 
SEA has been used as a tool to promote sus-
tainable development in a number of developed 
nations. Many projects have applied SEA to 
integrate social and environmental issues into 
policy making and planning. 
 This study will apply SEA for the following 
two purposes: 1) to prepare the format of a 
semi-structured interview form; 2) applying 
SEA processes to the strategic SD framework. 
The application of SEA will bring the frame-
work to international standards. 
 
2) Sustainability appraisal (SA) 
 In general, a Sustainability Appraisal (SA) 
is used to incorporate sustainability concerns 
into policy making processes. It is a compul-
sory requirement within the European Union 
under the 2004 Planning and Compulsory 
Purchase Act and the 2001/42/ EC European 
Directive. Likewise, the Town and Country 
Planning Act of the United Kingdom states that 
a SA is an assessment of the economic, envi-
ronmental and social effects of a plan that 
begins from the preparatory stage to ensure that 
decisions are in keeping with SD concerns 
[32]. However, in practice, SA has focused 
more on the social dimension of SD.  There are 
a number of cases worldwide of SA use in 
planning and policy making. For example, 
local authority of Kirklees County in the 
United Kingdom, applied SA preparing its 
Local Plan. The application of SA has helped 
to define sustainability baselines and develop-
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ment status such as the rate of employment, 
condition of the economy, public health, edu-
cation and law and order, among others [14]. 
The use of SA in preparing the development 
plan for Bracknell Forest Borough, UK, acted 
as an organizational umbrella covering and 
indicating all tasks of each stakeholder. It 
defined the objectives and issues that needed to 
be addressed [4].  As in these cases, this study 
will use SA as a tool to strengthen social 
development in the strategic SD framework. 
 
3) Strategy map   
 A Strategy Map is a visual tool designed for 
effective implementation of a strategic orga-
nizational management plan to achieve de-
velopment goals. According to its developers, 
Robert Kaplan and David Norton, the strategy 
map plays an important role in ensure that 
policies cover all four essential dimensions of 
SD. The four perspectives are 1) Learning and 
Growth; 2) Internal; 3) Financial; and 4) Stake-
holders. According to Kaplan and Norton, 
these perspectives cover all key aspects of SD 
for development projects [13]. Accordingly, this 
study will apply the Strategy Map to the 
proposed framework to categorize and prio-
ritize SD factors. Furthermore, the Strategy 
Map can also ensure effective management of 
the strategic framework general. 
 
4) ISO 26000 
 The ISO 26000 Standard, developed by the 
International Organization for Standardization 
(ISO) with the support of more than 400 SD 
experts and 200 observers from 99 countries in 
2010 [3], provides SD guidelines and indi-
cators. ISO insists that the standard is flexible 
and suitable for all organizations. It has seven 
categories: 1) governance, 2) human rights,  
3) labour practice, 4) environment, 5) fair ope-
rating practice, 6) consumer issues and 7) com-
munity development. This study will use these 
categories as filters to categorize and evaluate 

initiatives in the proposed strategic SD 
framework. Moreover, the application of ISO 
26000 will make the proposed framework stan-
dards compliant with international norms as 
more than 160 countries have implemented this 
standard. 
 
5) The Global Reporting Initiative version 
G4 (GRI)  
 The Global Reporting Initiative (GRI) is a 
globally recognized and widely adopted SD 
standard. For example, the USA, the European 
Union, Scandinavian nations, Japan, Hong 
Kong SAR and Thailand all use the GRI sus-
tainability guidelines and assessment criteria. 
The standard has 20 sub-aspects; 1) economic 
performance, 2) market presence, 3) indirect 
economic impacts, 4) procurement practices, 5) 
materials, 6) energy, 7) water, 8) biodiversity, 
9) emissions, 10) effluents and waste, 11) pro-
ducts and services, 12) compliance, 13) tran-
sport, 14) overall, 15) supplier environmental 
assessment, 16) environmental grievance me-
chanisms, 17) labour practices and decent work, 
18) human rights, 19) society and 20) social 
responsibility. These categories combine 58 
management disclosures and 91 indicators. As 
GRI covers more areas than ISO 26000, this 
study applies GRI to the proposed framework 
as the second filter and uses it as a sustain-
ability guideline for initiatives in the frame-
work. Furthermore, GRI criteria will be used as 
a key performance indicator (KPI) to assess all 
activities in the proposed framework. 
 
Methodology 
1) Conceptual framework 
 Figure 1 explains the structure of the study 
which will involve several stages. As shown in 
Box1, the study begins with a documentation 
review of the SD, SEA, SA, the Strategy Map, 
Special Economic Zones and International SD 
Standards to determine the research direction 
and to set up three main outputs which are 
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listed Boxes 2 to 4. Box 2 shows the output 
generated from semi-structured interviews with 
selected key informants by using the interview 
form designed to investigate SD key success 
factors through face-to-face, in-depth inter-
views with selected key informants. Box 3 
shows the output generated by the extraction of 
SEA, SA and Strategy Map elements, which 
will be used to construct the framework. Box 4 
shows this output as the study result of 
international SD standards that helps in better 
understanding the standards. The study then 
shows these results to key informants and asks 

if they agree with these or not. The findings 
confirmed by the key informants will be the 
knowledge contribution of this study. Box5 
combines results of Boxes 2 and 3 to establish 
the “Strategic Planning” body of the frame-
work. Then, as Box6 shows, the outputs of 
Boxes 2 and 4 are integrated as the “Sustain-
ability Assessment” body of the framework. 
Finally, Box 7 shows the study integrating the 
“Strategic Planning” and “Sustainability As-
sessment” bodies together to establish the 
strategic SD framework for the AEC special 
economic zones. 

 

  
 

Figure 1 Conceptual framework. 
 
2) Techniques and tools 

2.1) Techniques 
 The study used qualitative methods. Parti-
cipation processes were used to gain infor-
mation about stakeholders throughout the study 
processes. The study collected secondary and 
primary data including the following:  

  Secondary data through documentation 
reviews, together with a check list form to 

collect government policy documents, relevant 
international reports and special economic zone 
development reports to obtain information 
relevant to SD, SEA, SA and the specific 
background of special economic zone develop-
ment which was finally used as part of 
interview form for the study. The study also 
reviewed international SD standard documents 
to compile information of latest developments 
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in international SD standards. This helped in 
designing the semi-structured interview form.  

  Primary data through face-to-face, in-
depth interviews of relevant key stakeholders, 
on the current status of SD in the research 
areas, key SD success factors and an under-
standing of the development processes that 
would support development of the strategic SD 
framework.  

  Triangulation analysis was used to ensure 
that the study would get useful results from dif-
ferent perspectives. Moreover, use of the ap-
preciative inquiry technique ensured selection 
of appropriate key informants from different 
sectors including governmental agencies, non-
governmental organizations and the community. 
 2.2) Tools 

Besides the literature review, several tools 
were used, as follows:  

  A semi-structured interview form was de-
signed from a literature review, case studies and 
developed by content validity (IOC) with pro-
fessionals of SD, SEA and SA. Semi-structured 
interviews were conducted with key informants 
using questions such as: “What are the key 
success factors that can deliver sustainable de-
velopment in Savannakhet - Mukdahan special 
economic zones?”; “What aspects should be 
considered as potential components of the stra-
tegic framework?”; “What are the difficulties 
of setting up SD in the study areas?” and some 
other general questions such as “What are the 
main environmental and social problems?”.  

  Stakeholder Identification was used to 
identify target groups for the study, relying 
mainly on balancing numbers of key infor-
mants from three sectors. Key informants were 
selected on the basis of relationships, ex-
periences and roles with regard to the key study 
elements. Face-to-face in-depth interviews were 
conducted at the key informants’ office 
between May 2014 and May 2016. A total of 
56 key informants were selected, including 
nine high-level government officials (the former 

Deputy Prime Minister of Thailand; the 
Governor of Mukdahan Province; the Director 
of the Sustainable Development Department of 
the Industrial Estate Authority of Thailand; the 
Director of the Strategic Planning Department 
of the Mukdahan Government House; the 
Director of the Office of Commercial Affairs 
Mukdahan; the Director of the Mukdahan 
Provincial Industry Office; the Consul of the 
Royal Thai Consulate General in Savannakhet; 
the Vice-Governor of Savannakhet District and 
the former Director of the Strategic and Plan-
ning Department of the Ministry of Planning 
and Investment of Lao PDR), 25 high-level 
executives and members of non-governmental 
organizations (the President of the Mukdahan 
Chambers of Commerce; the President of the 
Mukdahan Federation of Industries; the Manager 
of the Savannakhet Chamber of Commerce and 
Industry; 10 local entrepreneurs in Savannakhet, 
10 local entrepreneurs in Mukdahan) and 22 
community leaders and members (represen-
tatives of the local environ-mental protection 
organizations in Mukdahan and Savannakhet; 
10 local community leaders each in Mukdahan 
and Savan-Seno were also involved in the study. 

 
3) Data analysis 
 This study uses qualitative analysis to pre-
sent opinions, perceptions of gaps, barriers, 
problems and needs, and interview results ac-
cording to SEA and SA, together with the special 
economic zone policy and plan. Moreover, 
SEA and SA processes are presented and 
proposed as specific designed processes for the 
special economic zones in AEC region. 
Furthermore, the result is analyzed in view of 
policies and plans related to critical economic, 
environmental and social dimensions. The study 
used content analysis to compare the situations 
in the special economic zones and forecast fu-
ture results in order to propose the strategic SD 
framework for the special economic zones in 
AEC. 
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4) Case study 
 This study selected the Savan-Seno (Figure 
2) and Mukdahan (Figure 3) special economic 
zones, SSEZ and MSEZ, respectively, because 
both zones are covered by one of the important 
development projects along Route 9. The SSEZ 
and MSEZ are located next to each other and 
positioned as one of the biggest AEC economic 
areas. Moreover, these zones also share similar 
levels of socio-economic development condi-
tions with most South East Asian nations. 
 

 
Figure 2 Savan-Seno Special Economic Zone. 

 

 
Figure 3 Mukdahan Special Economic Zone. 

 

  The SSEZ is located in Savannakhet 
Province, Lao PDR and comprises A, B, C and 
D sites located on the border of Savannakhet 
along the Mekong River. The four sites cover a 
total area of about 600 hectares. Recently, a 
feasibility study was conducted and manage-
ment plan developed for Site C by a Malaysian 
company, the Pacific Stream Development Co., 
Ltd. However, no such exercise has been 
conducted for site D and some parts of site B1. 

The MSEZ located in Mukdahan Province in 
the north-east Thailand benefited since the 
opening of the second Thai–Laos Friendship 
Bridge in January 2007. The MSEZ covers 11 
sub-districts along the border area of Muang 
Mukdahan, Wan Yai and Don Tan districts, 
covering a total area of 57,850 hectares. 

 
Results 

The goal of this study is to design a strategic 
SD framework for the special economic zones 
in AEC. Accordingly, the study is divided into 
the following three main parts: 

 
1) Part I: Defining key success factors of the 
strategic SD framework 

This part identifies key success factors that 
determine SD in the target areas from: 1) a 
literature review; and 2) face-to-face in-depth 
interviews. It found all key informants gene-
rally agreeing in their responses to the inter-
view questionnaires with 11 key success factors 
identified. In order to incorporate these factors 
into the strategic framework, the key informants 
were requested at the end of the interview to 
group these into the Strategy Map perspectives. 
This method follows the proposal of Chan Y. 
C. L. that dividing the strategy map key success 
factors into fourth perspectives, could mani-
pulate all management tasks and promote sus-
tainable development [5]. The following key 
factors were identified: 

 
A) Learning and growth perspective 
  Public education was mentioned as a key 

success factor. According to the Organization of 
Economic Co-operation Development (OECD), 
public education guarantees improved social 
knowledge and understanding and increases 
public accountability [23]. The former Deputy-
Prime Minister of Thailand also told the authors 
that “Public education will prepare society to 
have mutual understanding and ready for future 
developments.” (Interviewed on 2 January 2016). 
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  The quality of the educational system was 
recognized as fundamental for sustainable de-
velopment. The Vice-Governor of Savannakhet 
told the authors “he supports setting up com-
prehensive educational institutes in the areas, 
ranging from kindergarten up to university to 
provide community members with knowledge 
that will benefit to the development in return.” 
(Interviewed on 17 December 2015). 

  The importance of international SD stan-
dards was underlined by key informants from 
government organizations. These standards 
allow authorities to be more responsive in their 
decisions [15]. The Director of the Sustainable 
Development Department, Industrial Estate 
Authority of Thailand said that “any develop-
ment needs to be in compliance with in-
ternational SD standards.” (Interviewed on 12 
August 2015). 

 
B) Internal perspective  
  A sound policy is considered as the most 

critical factor by most key informants. As the 
Organization for Economic Co-operation and 
Development (OECD) has noted “Unsustainable 
practices may result from incoherent policies in 
different domains…” [24]. The Vice-Governor 
of Savannakhet stated that “policy must be 
carefully designed to make sure that develop-
ment is managed properly and strictly enforced 
under laws and regulations.” (Interviewed on 
17 December 2015). 

  Management structure, holistic manage-
ment and institutional structure can directly 
support sustainable development. As North D 
states: “Institutions are the rules of a society, 
[…] the institutes shape human interaction […] 
and led to formal contracts between parties…” 
[21].The President of the Mukdahan Chambers 
of Commerce told the authors that “management 
structure and holistic management will allow 
all related parties to join in the development 
processes.” (Interviewed on September 2015). 

  Good environmental management prevents 
environmental degradation. As the UK Envi-
ronmental Law Association notes, environmen-
tal management can involve penalization of 
environmental offenders, support environmental 
decision making and enable the public to take 
part in the development process [7]. Local 
entrepreneurs in Savannakhet told the authors 
that “environmental management can strengthen 
development abilities to cope with three main 
environmental problems include: air pollution, 
water contamination, and those direct environ-
mental problems to community.” (Interviewed 
on 15 December 2015).  

  Zoning and infrastructure have become 
more important as the world population in-
creases. According to the Department of Plan-
ning and Community Development, City of 
Atlanta in the United States of America, proper 
zoning enables sustainable and equitable growth 
and development of the city [6]. The President 
of the Mukdahan Federation of Industries told 
the authors that “zoning system is essential for 
development. It can reduce social and environ-
mental risks.” (Interviewed on 16 December 
2015). 

 
C) Financial perspective 
  Expenditure or sustained financing support 

was also considered as an essential requirement 
by key informants, both from governmental 
and non-governmental organizations. The Pre-
sident of the Mukdahan Chamber of Commerce 
said that “many SD projects were terminated 
after a very short period because there was no 
sustained budgetary support. SD cannot be 
implemented only by community’s volunteers.” 
(Interviewed on 17 December 2015) 

 
D) Stakeholder perspective 
  Public participation was recognized as an 

important factor as it helps gain community 
support. According to the United States Envi-
ronmental Protection Agency (EPA), public 
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participation actually results in better outcomes 
and governance. Public participation produces 
two significant benefits: 1) Sponsorship or public 
support for management agencies and 2) deve-
lopment of long-term community capacities 
[7]. This is supported by the scholar, Mr. Piya-
pong J., who commented that “the participation 
of each stakeholder in decision-making pro-
cesses, ranging from problem identification to 
solution selection, community rule designs, rule 
enforcement and compliance, and outcomes 
monitoring, is also imperative” [25]. The 
public participation also takes essential roles to 
achieve the perceived legitimacy of community 
efforts [25]. A group of Savannakhet commu-
nity representatives said that “public partic-
pation will create transparency in the develop-
ment process. Moreover, the community will 
support the development initiative without any 
doubts.” (Interviewed on 23 December 2015).  

  Public health care was highlighted, mainly 
by key informants from community and govern-
mental organizations. A special economic zone 
increases chances of outsiders into the 
community so that it increases public health 
risks too. Walden University confirmed that 
“Public health initiatives increased life ex-
pectancy in the U.S. by nearly 30 years.” [34]. 
So that the public health risk from SEZs needs 
public health initiatives to address these. A 
group of Mukdahan entrepreneurs told the 
authors that “labour migration into the SEZ 
will introduce new diseases into the area. 
Therefore, public health must be provided.” 
(Interviewed on 15 December 2015). 

  Local business protection was emphasized 
as important for the success of SD by most key 
informants. Mukdahan local entrepreneurs and 
the Governor of the Province said that “the 
special economic zones attract investors from 
around the world to invest in the area with 
many privileges provided. This could negatively 
impact local businesses that have less access  
to capital and lack competitive advantage. 

Therefore, business subsidiaries should be pre-
pared for local businesses.” (Interviewed on 
14-15 December 2015). 

 
2) Part II: Constructing “strategic process” 
body of the strategic SD framework 
 The study discovered that SEA and SA 
shared similar SD elements. It synthesized 
elements from SEA, SA and the Strategy Map. 
This idea is supported by Noble B. who pro-
posed that SEA could utilize many existing 
methods and techniques from project-level as-
sessment, the types of questions being addressed 
in strategic assessment which are inherently 
different from those in project-level assessment 
[20]. According to Hatim M., SA is suitable for 
project level application because it provides 
various ideas on the proper actions to be taken 
to promote SD. It is even better to apply SA 
together with SEA and other management tools 
[10]. Accordingly, the study integrates all re-
lated elements into one process, including:  
1) current status/ problem report; 2) negative 
impact of development; 3) objectives of deve-
lopment; 4) policy and plan of development; 5) 
implementation, activity and monitoring plans; 
6) alternatives; 7) activities; 8) duration; 9) 
impact forecast and 10) additional issues. 

 
3) Part III: Constructing “sustainability as-
sessment” body of the strategic SD framework 
 The study found that ISO 26000 and GRI 
G4 can be applied to upgrade the framework to 
perform at a high performance level. Moreover, 
it reconfirms that the strategic plan is in keep-
ing with international standards. Scholars sup-
porting this position include Toppinen et al. who 
explain that ISO 26000 is globally acknowledged 
[31]. Mory et al., Bowman, and Lou et al. also 
state that ISO 26000 application can support 
and ensure good quality development practice 
[3, 16, 18]. Moreover, Knebel & Seele explain 
that GRI can support, monitor and assess envi-
ronmental and social perspectives because GRI 
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comprises key SD performance indicators that 
can help organizations build social and envi-
ronment-friendly backgrounds [15]. Therefore, 
the study extracts and integrates beneficial 
elements of these two SD standards. As a 
consequence, ISO 26000 is used as a main filter 
to scope the strategic plan of the framework 
while GRI G4 is used as specific indicators 
support each ISO 26000 issue. 
 
Discussion 
 This section discusses the integration of all 
findings in Parts I to III in order to achieve the 
main objective of this study. The integration is 
shown in Figure 4. 
 All findings in Parts I to III support the 
establishment of the proposed framework. Part 
I findings are the basic SD key success factors 
which are categorized into four perspectives of 
the Strategy Map to help management au-
thorities using the framework in allocation of 
different tasks. The study refers to related stu-
dies in other regions. For example, Sertyesilisik 
& Sertyesilisik have explained key success 

factors that influence sustainability in the 
special economic zones in Canada and the 
United States. There are many important issues 
such as “policy” designing process and how to 
enhance “collaboration” among parties include-
ing governments, private institutions, commu-
nities and academia. In Europe, the key success 
factors are “legislation and enforcement of 
law”. Thus, it is important to focus on how to 
create the flexibility of regulatory requirements 
on performance standards as well as regular SD 
monitoring and evaluation [29]. Furthermore, 
analysis by Porter et al. shows that the essential 
key success factors are public participation, 
zoning and institutional development. He 
stresses the importance of establishing related 
governmental organizations and management 
structures [26]. However, additional factors 
should be considered for inclusion in the 
framework before initiating development plan-
ning. This can help improve understanding of 
authorities about current development condi-
tions and how to avoid likely risks [14]. 

 

 
Figure 4 Development of the Strategic SD Framework for the Special Economic Zones in AEC. 
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The study constructs the “Strategic Process” 
body of the framework by integrating Parts I 
and II. Both parts were designed according to 
the management structure of the Strategy Map 
which can underline SD in the framework. 
Jóhannsdóttir et al. [12] have proposed that the 
strategy map can support organizations to 
apply the SD concept into their management 
process, especially when implementing with 
other SD tools. As a result, the 11 key success 
factors have been included in Part II. In Part II, 
each key success factor will be planned through 
10 strategic steps in order to set up the 
development direction of each factor. By this 
process, the authorities will gain advanced SD 
information and strategic plans of each factor 
such as: current situation which leads to as-
sessment of development gaps and plans; risks 
and negative impacts; weaknesses in current 
development status; and future development 
forecast; alternative development options among 
others. The information will be readily avai-
lable to them when the 10 strategic steps have 
been implemented. Then all strategic plans will 
be implemented into the regular management 
basic (appeared as implementation section in 
the Figure 4). During the implementation pe-
riod, all activities will be monitored using the 
standard management Key Performance Indi-
cators (KPI). However, specific SD KPIs must 
be introduced in this process. SD KPIs can be 
easily defined from Part III of the framework, 
the so-called “Sustainability Assessment” body. 
The assessment includes two well-known 
international SD standards, namely ISO 26000 
and GRI G4 into the process. The study found 
out that ISO 26000 can be the first layer filter 
to grade activities into seven groups, following 
ISO 2600 norms. Then, GRI G4 can be used as 
sub-indicators to rate performance following 
international standards. Moreover, the study 
found that GRI G4 has been used to provide as 
sustainability development directions since it 
has guidelines and sets development goals. 

According to the GRI committee, GRI G4 is a 
complete set of SD management guidelines and 
indicators which can be used by all organi-
zation to set themselves on the SD path [15]. In 
its final stage of development, the strategic SD 
frame-work will provide assessment results and 
ratings, based on GRI G4 guidelines that would 
benefit future planning. 

Furthermore, it is strongly recommended 
that all processes should involve full public 
participation in order to allow stakeholders to 
get involved in the development process. 
Participation would promote support from all 
stakeholders, which enhance the legitimacy of 
management authorities. 

This study provides guidelines for deve-
loping the SD framework for the special eco-
nomic zones in AEC. The framework provides 
a holistic management approach that covers the 
economic, social and environmental dimensions. 
The framework somehow contains extra abi-
lities comparing to traditional SEA and SA 
concepts. Moreover, this is an original research 
that can be considered as the first specific SD 
study of the target areas. As such, it can be 
useful input for future studies in this field. This 
research provides practical recommendations to 
management authorities of the special eco-
nomic zones in AEC. Since the framework was 
designed to be flexible, it is possible use this 
framework in different areas of the special 
economic zones. 

 
Conclusion 
 Southeast Asia is one of the fastest growing 
economic regions in the world. Obviously, this 
has resulted negative social and environmental 
impacts, which is a matter of much concern to 
not only the region but also the international 
community as well as Southeast Asian nations.  
For these reasons, this study aims to 1) identify 
key SD success factors in the special economic 
zones in AEC and 2) develop the strategic SD 
framework for the AEC special economic zones 
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in AEC. The study was conducted using qua-
litative methods, including a documentation re-
view, triangulation analysis and semi-structured 
face-to-face interviews to gain information, 
data and stakeholder opinions. The study is 
divided into three parts.   
 Eleven key SD success factors are identified 
in Part I: public education and stakeholder 
understanding; educational system; interna-
tional standards; policy and law enforcement; 
environmental management; management struc-
ture; zoning and infrastructure; expenditure; 
public participation; public health care; and 
local business protection.  
 Part II defines the strategic SD framework 
and includes a synthesis of SEA, SA and 
Strategy Map elements which include 10 steps:  
1) current status/ problem report; 2) negative 
impact of the development; 3) objectives of the 
development; 4) policy and plan of the de-
velopment; 5) implementation, activity and 
monitoring plans; 6) alternatives; 7) activities; 
8) duration; 9) impact forecast and 10) addi-
tional issues.   
 Part III designs a “Sustainability Assess-
ment” using sophisticated international SD 
standards, namely ISO 26000 and GRI G4.  
 The study then integrates all identified 
elements into the strategic SD framework. All 
findings are perfectly matched as all parts were 
derived from similar perspectives. The frame-
work is designed to be flexible and can be used 
in other areas. It is recommended that ma-
nagement authorities in other areas conduct a 
study of their own specific conditions and 
include these in the fundamental key success 
factors. This study offers recommendations for 
sustainable development in special economic 
zones and the framework can be adapted for 
other sectors such as transport and agriculture. 
This study was limited in not being able to 
access some government documents and infor-
mation which was restricted as confidential. 
Furthermore, this study could be counted as the 

first study about the particular way to obtain 
sustainable development of the special eco-
nomic zones in AEC. 
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