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Objectives of the study

In 2015 the Myanmar government received a USD 100 million
loan for the construction of a stretch of the Asian Highway between
the towns of Kawkareik and Eindu in eastern Karen State. This forms
part of the EWEC, connecting the port cities of Yangon and
Mawlamyine in Myanmar to Mae Sot on the Thai border. On paper
(quite literally in the context of ADB-related policy documents), this
reflects the natural desire of Southeast Asians for economic
liberalization and connection, and thus a win-win for locals, traders,
investors and states alike. But such reifying and grandiose rhetoric
obscures much of what goes on along these corridors and in the
towns that are enveloped by corridor infrastructure. For example,
part of the route, which joins the town of Thin Gan Nyi Naung near
the Thai border with Kawkareik, has seen many instances of armed
conflict between the Burmese army (and its militia allies) and armed
ethnic groups. These clashes are one case among many highlighted
in my report of either physical violence exacerbated by EWEC
infrastructure development or more diffuse contestation and protest
over practices such as a lack of transparency from officials and land
acquisition and displacement.

Such events highlight how the developmental initiatives and
public controversies underlying regional connectivity, as expressed
by the ADB’s

EWEC, are generative of what | have termed ‘the politics of

responsibility’, where responsibility for what happens across a
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multitude of physical sites along the corridor’s route is either ascribed
or abdicated; in the case above, by the ADB’s labelling of its chosen
area of investment as a former, rather than active, conflict zone. It
follows then that the corridor politics explored in this project are not
just constructing new roads and accompanying labour laws. They
are also making publics; bringing people together, in ways that
transcend identitarian categories such as race or ethnicity, to resist
the forces of dispossession and marginalization that have gone
hand-in-hand with EWEC development. Ultimately, woven throughout
this exploration into the development of the East-West Economic
Corridor on the Thai-Myanmar frontier are the interrelated forces of
corridor politics and logistical governance, responsibility and
transparency. We have seen that complex relationships between
these entwined forces help establish the conditions of possibility for
the emergence of public controversy and the publics that form in

the process.

The results of the study
1. Economic liberalization

A pertinent starting point for this research has been to
emphasise how economic liberalization has emerged throughout the
world as a key feature of regional connectivity and development. It
is difficult to overstate the prominence of the idea in contemporary
Southeast Asia and the Mekong region more specifically. Thailand

has embraced such policies since the 1980s, when Prime Minister
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Chatichai Choonhavan vowed to transform Southeast Asian
battlefields into a marketplace (Walker 1999, 66). Importantly,
Choonhavan was not referring to the creation of several marketplaces
but one, interconnected, booming transnational marketplace. It has
emerged starkly, over the last decade in particular, as a prescient
vision. As | have shown, Thailand’s SEZ development policy must
be understood within the wider context of the Ayeyawaddy-
Chaophrya-Mekong Economic Cooperation Strategy (ACMECS) and
institutionalization of the Greater Mekong Subregion (GMS), in which
it is embedded. Indeed, the prior establishment of economic corridors
such as the EWEC, designed to underpin economic liberalization
and foster regionalization, is a major factor behind Thailand’s policy
to develop multiple SEZs along its border. In Myanmar, movement
towards economic liberalization has come later but is no less
pronounced today. Since the country’s ‘opening up’, the ADB has
become a major investor and as such, the Myanmar government
has prioritized the ADB’s policy of connectivity through corridors.
This is evidenced by the ADB loan given to Myanmar for construction

of a section of the Asian Highway in eastern Karen state.

2. The East-West Economic Corridor (EWEC) and corridor
discourse
As described in my report’s introduction, the EWEC was
unveiled by the ADB-backed GMS as a “Flagship Initiative.” It was
intended as one of three major ‘regional corridors’ from the initiation
of the GMS itself, in 1992. The EWEC and the GMS - and its state
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and non-state partners and members — are thus inexorably linked.
In 1998 the importance of the EWEC was further underlined during
a ministerial gathering of GMS members in Manila, when it was
described as a “priority corridor,” necessary for “accelerat[ing]
subregional development.” The EWEC thus constitutes an early model
— even experiment — of the corridor form that the ADB has since
become the major institutional champion of. The ADB’s enthusiasm
and advocacy of the corridor form has continued well into the 21st
century. A key statement in the 2001 report, in which the ADB set
out the perceived benefits of the EWEC specifically, is worth reiterating
here: “By 2004, you will be able to travel an all-weather road from
Mawlamyine in Myanmar, through Lao PDR and Thailand, to Da
Nang in Viet Nam, made possible because of the GMS East- West
Economic Corridor.” The ADB views the EWEC as having fostered
“a holistic approach to developing a cost-effective way of instituting
an efficient transport system for moving goods and people in the
subregion, while simultaneously developing telecommunications and
energy infrastructure, tourism, and a policy and regulatory environment
that facilitates and encourages private sector development.”

| have argued throughout this report, however, that corridors
such as the EWEC, as a logistical space for regional connectivity,
are best conceived not in normative terms as a wholly benevolent
means by which to allow the unrestricted flow of goods and people,
but as a technology of governance. It is only by applying this
perspective that we can really see what is happening along these

economic pathways and in nodal towns and cities, to the people
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that live and move in the area and to the spaces themselves. What
this does is to allow us to question the narratives that have been
employed to justify logistical corridors and their associated
infrastructures. | have shown that EWEC-related developments in
the borderland regions of Thailand-Myanmar have predominantly
been legitimized on the basis that they will generate an influx of
(foreign) direct investment into both states. For example, as noted
in chapter one, as part of its countrywide SEZ development policy,
the Thai government has earmarked four areas that fall within the
EWEC zone for ‘improvement’. This is principally in order to position
these areas as prime ‘nodes’ along the EWEC and in turn attract

significant, much-needed outside investment and capital.

3. Infrastructure assemblages: hard and soft infrastructure or
‘logistical governance’

Technologies of regionalization such as the EWEC are formed
of both hard and soft infrastructure. It is useful and necessary to
make this distinction in order to highlight the wide range of
developmental practices associated with corridors, and in particular
to emphasize those soft infrastructure developments that are often
overlooked or at least given less attention. Hard infrastructure refers
to the physical infrastructure underlying economic connectivity. In
2015 Thailand’s SEZ development policy saw the designation of four
border areas for intervention: Mukdahan, Songkhla, Tak and Trad,
with a 10 billion baht investment for infrastructure construction,

particularly in terms of improvements to communication and
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transportation networks. This includes the repair or renovation of
roads, rail lines, sea and airports, as well as improvement of public
utilities, such as electricity and water, and the upgrading of trade
infrastructure of the border areas themselves, such as checkpoints
and other forms of border security. This fits with the overarching
goal of the EWEC and its ADB and GMS champions: to develop
material infrastructure that will encourage economic growth while
also connecting countries, in a manner that facilitates future
sustainable trade and investment. Physical or hard infrastructure such
as the building or improvement of road and rail lines is key to the
achievement of this objective.

Conversely, soft infrastructure is not concerned with the
material dimensions of infrastructure projects but rather with the
juridical-institutional architecture of regional development and
regulation. This includes for example the economic inducements,
logistical protocols and standards, as well as the labour and/or land
laws designed by the Thai and Burmese governments to facilitate
regional connectivity. The focus of Thailand’s soft infrastructure as
it relates to the EWEC is on how the country might best take
advantage of the cheap labour pool across the border in Myanmar
to maintain an internationally competitive economy. Indeed, This
access to Myanmar’s labour pool has been a major factor of the
Thai government in establishing its SEZs in border areas. Despite
considerable opposition, the EWEC initiative will support a large
industrial estate near the village of Wang Rakhian, which lies within

Tak province, along the border with Myanmar’s Karen State. The
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development is intended to draw Burmese workers from across the
border, and to facilitate this, the government has eased the previously
harsh regulatory restrictions on migrant workers from Myanmar,
allowing them to work in Thailand for a period of up to one year.
The development therefore entails not just the physical circuitry of
commerce but also broader regulative initiatives enabling investment
and easing the process by which foreign labour can be hired by
investors.

| have conceptualized these soft regulative infrastructure
practices related to the formation of corridors as logistical governance.
| have expanded this idea by describing the regulatory framework of
Thai SEZs. The Thai government formulated SEZ guidelines in March
2013, which included the sovereign stipulation that the designation
of areas as ‘Special Economic Zones’ was the sole preserve of the
state’s National Committee on Special Economic Zones (NCSEZ).
The NCSEZ adopted a highly centralized, top-down bureaucratic
model in which the Prime Minister herself would lead the national
SEZ committee, retain full decision-making power over drafts and
implementation of proposed SEZs and suggest alterations to laws
associated with the development of SEZs. Under General Prayut
Chan-o-cha, the country’s SEZ legislation has expanded and further
aligned with the approaches taken in corridor zones elsewhere in
the world. It includes for example economic incentives and special
rights for SEZ investors, such as corporate tax breaks and custom
duty privileges that exempt the import duties of certain technologies

and raw materials. In addition, this logistical governance affords legal
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privileges related to reducing the cost of basic utilities and
transportation for those seeking to invest in the SEZs and, as
mentioned above, easing the restrictions imposed on investors in
employing migrant labourers. This soft infrastructure is therefore a
critical part of the overall dynamic of corridor politics underpinning
EWEC development.

What this highlights is that there is an intrinsic link between
hard and soft infrastructure, in that they mutually constitute one
another in and through the materialisation of projects, such as the
Tak SEZ and Asian Highway. This can be conceptualized as an
‘infrastructure assemblage’. Infrastructure assemblages are associated
with the corridor form and the development of the EWEC more
specifically. Moreover, what | have shown is that this interlinking of
hard infrastructure and associated logistical governance — or soft
infrastructure — in the form of an assemblage occurs through a
process that tends to legitimize the widespread dispossession of
land and livelihood. And as such, the public controversies that have
emerged in the Thai and Burmese border sites have revolved around
not just the hard infrastructure of, for example, the physical
construction of a road through a community, but also through the
logistical governance practices that accompany it. For example, in
eastern Myanmar the ADB’s decision to move forward with the AH1
development project without first putting in place adequate regulatory
measures and standards such as risk and impact assessments — soft
infrastructure — has generated substantial public outcry. Soft

infrastructure is thus vital to practices of accountability and/or
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transparency. To reiterate then, the infrastructure assemblage that
comprises the EWEC underpins corridor politics and generates public
controversies, in response to the abdication of responsibility. Having
conceptualized these dynamics, it has therefore been logical to next
focus on the politics of responsibility and associated public

controversies in the context of the EWEC.

4. The politics of responsibility, public controversy and social
movements

| have sought to emphasize that the ongoing process of
corridor implementation has been prone to controvsey and dispute.
As | have shown particularly in chapter three, the AH1 project
represents the first substantial developmental initiative to be
undertaken by an International Financial Institution (IFl) in what remains
a space of politico-military conflict between the Burmese army
(Tatmadaw) and ethnic armed organisations (EAO). The ADB is viewed
by many as having abdicated its responsibility over the first section
of the Asian Highway in Karen state between Thin Gan Nyi Naung
and Kawkareik. Commentators therefore watched eagerly to see if
the institution would approach its responsibilities for the section of
road between Kawkareik and Eindu in a more accountable way, but
have been disappointed. As | have shown, the way in which the
ADB has disentangled itself from its responsibility, over the
development of certain sections of the AH1 in areas that have seen
decades of armed conflict, highlights the disconnect between its

discourse of connectivity and the reality of conflict and contestation
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on the ground. Highlighting the politics of responsibility is crucial not
only to how we understand (un) accountability in both Myanmar and
Thailand, but also to the public controversies and associated social
movements that have emerged to address this deficit in responsibility
on the part of the authorities.

The public controversy over the AH1 route between Eindu-
Kawkareik- Thin Gan Nyi Naung is deeply connected to this broader
politics of responsibility. Local resistance is primarily directed towards
the lack of environmental and social risk assessments, an informational
deficit connected to the lack of adequate soft infrastructure. This
highlights how the ADB has effectively abdicated its responsibility
over certain sections of the EWEC’s AH1 development, leading to
public disputes and furtherance of local livelihood insecurity for
affected communities. A related issue animates contestation on the
Thai side of the border. In September 2015, under central government
orders, Mae Sot district set aside two ‘state-protected’ parcels of
land for construction of a logistics space. A key example of logistical
governance, the authorities expedited the land acquisition by drafting
in special powers under section 44 of the interim Constitution and
legitimised it through a discourse of national security. The SEZ’s
allocation of land for the development of an industrial estate comprised
farm or communal areas that were already being tended to and/or
lived on by local villagers. From interviews | ascertained that locals
view this as expropriation that will severely damage their agrarian
livelihoods, which the land had sustained for decades. The corridor

politics to which Thailand subscribes therefore underpinned the
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eviction of 97 people in Wang Takhian, which has lead to the formation
of a social movement supported by several CBOs.

As with the case of the AH1 development in Myanmar therefore,
at the heart of this public controversy is the issue of responsibility
— the belief that the government has not been accountable to local
people in the development of EWEC infrastructure. It is the
ubiquitousness of such invocations of responsibility (and its
abdication), particularly in relation to the emergence of what | have
called logistical governance, which is fundamental to understanding
connectivity, cooperation and contestation in this region of the GMS.
This question of negotiation around such political responsibility, over
the social and environmental impacts of infrastructure development
along the EWEC, has constituted a central concern of this research.
Moreover, these public controversies over the abdication of political
responsibility are also connected by the issue of transparency — or
more accurately, contestation over the lack of transparency. This
has constituted a second key concern of this research: To question
how practices of transparency around EWEC infrastructures are both
driving and restricting public controversies in Karen State and Tak

Province.

5. Transparency

Though deeply entwined with the above themes of the politics
of responsibility and public controversy, it is worth highlighting
transparency separately here to underscore how significant an issue

it has become in this EWEC arena. In Myanmar, the lack of
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transparency is stark. In May 2018, the Chief Minister of Karen State,
Nang Khun Htwe Myint, dismissed local objections to the controversial
Lun Nya quarry project, and suggested that protesting communities
were simply angling for more compensation. This is an abdication
of responsibility that is mirrored by the ADB’s activities in the region,
as highlighted with the case of its payments to the CRBC for the
Lun Nya quarry and in a joint CSO report, which details several
controversies regarding the way in which the ADB is facilitating the
Asian Highway project. The ADB has made minimal efforts to address
these controversies. As drawn out in chapters two and three, similar
struggles have emerged in Thailand. Many interviews with villagers
in Wang Takhian underscored the issue of opacity in terms of
information dissemination around the SEZ. The contestation in Wang
Takhian is over the intricacies of financial compensation, the terms
and procedures by which people have been informed about the SEZ,
and misinformation from the state.

In reality, there are far more residents and few were initially
willing to accept relocation. Villagers also argue that they have not
seen plans for compensation and relocation, and were given scant
information as to when and where public meetings would be held.
As noted above, the expropriation by the Thai state was undertaken
with the view that it held absolute authority over the land, and its
appropriation was equated to ‘national development’. As a result of
this outlook, the communities occupying the land for decades have,
almost overnight, become illegal residents This tactic of land

appropriation has been damaging on several fronts. Local villagers
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have been evicted from lands that they have traditionally occupied
for several generations, which in turn has deeply threatened their
livelihoods. But it has also been a public relations disaster for the
authorities, because it has heightened the sense in these local
communities and others that there is in reality little in the way of
transparency around the Tak SEZ and broader EWEC. This has in
turn reinforced a mistrust of government activity and intentions,
leading to some precarity and volatility in an area intended as a
logistically smooth, efficient, effective ‘one-stop shop’. Nevertheless,
in Wang Takhian, land appropriation by the state has continued
apace since the time of the SEZ’s establishment to the present.
These contestations convey how public controversies along
the Thai — Burmese border are oriented not merely around the
development of regional infrastructure per se, but are also generated
in and through the very practices of transparency that have
increasingly become constitutive of technocratic notions of social
responsibility for governmental and non-governmental actors and
authorities alike. The myriad problems related to land governance in
the Tak SEZ are but one expression of the more general, though
underexplored, problem regarding the lack of transparency and
accountability associated with the development of EWEC infrastructure.
Practices of land governance, and the juridical-institutional ‘soft’
infrastructure that supports it, reveal the logistical governance
practices discussed above, in which, for example, normal legislative
rules regarding the acquisition of land do not apply. Yet as | have

argued, in the context of Thailand’s SEZs it can also be said that
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such executive shortcuts are in fact detrimental to attracting
investment and to the efficient operation of the SEZ and EWEC more
generally. As already noted, it is these abdications of responsibility
that have helped create the conditions for public controversy among

locally affected communities on both sides of the border.

Recommendations

Attention should be paid by all stakeholders in the development
of the EWEC - including state and non-state actors — to the need
for greater transparency practices, at all stages, when planning
projects and communicating with locally affected communities.
Specifically:

e Dissemination of information around proposed projects to
locally affected communities should include the wide and
equitable distribution of printed materials, with communities
given enough time to read and absorb the information;

e The use of clearly defined terms and easily accessible
language in printed materials that describe development
proposals;

e Frequent public hearings, held in areas and buildings that
are readily accessible to the local community — preferably,
of their choosing and as close as possible to village centres.
This includes ensuring that villagers will not be blocked

from entering premises;
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The widespread publication of the public hearing meeting
times and locations, and fair warning of any changes of
schedule;

The opportunity for as many local community members as
possible to speak at public hearings if they choose to,
necessitating adequate time given to these events;

Clear, unified, coordinated instructions regarding both
development plans and compensation and relocation
schemes, held in common by all relevant authorities,
including local and national government officials and project
developers;

A more transparent process of compensation and
relocation, which ensures that local community members
are subject to the same financial offers per portion of land
owned;

Recognition of the customary land rights of villagers for
example those in Wang Takhian, who face displacement
from lands held in their families for generations;

The opportunity for local community members to view and
query initial survey results or monitoring reports produced
by local officials intended to aid proposals for SEZs of
similar developments, to confirm the veracity of the
information;

A shared, upheld commitment amongst all stakeholders

including financial institutions that no project work will be
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carried out in regions destabilized by violent conflict, where
local communities are already vulnerable.

e FEstablishment of an independent transnational body with
remit for adjudication over and investigation of grievances

along the length of the EWEC.
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nsgsnetaIAenanANLUiaziily (Probabiity Sampling) 1ot
ABNITguLLIL ﬁfifm;i’NLL‘]_l‘]_lLL‘Liﬂ‘ﬁquﬁ (Stratified Sampling Technique)
mﬂuﬁqmS@uﬁumﬁmmmjmﬂizmm TR TRV RV TV TSI g Tab)
LLﬂﬂ?’]fmsﬂ'ﬁ/”lu (Proportionate Stratified Random Sampling) AMNgRT
msfundviudeyaidaliann fail
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1. TTEZATENNITUAZNITINUHY (Plan: 1)
°ﬁzumamwzﬂ§ﬁﬁmﬁ‘ (Action: 1)
dudanm (Observation 1)
%umﬁ@uwama?ﬂﬁflﬁ (Reflection 1)
5umaumiﬂ§uﬂq<umu (2nd Plan)

@ ok Db

UfURnMsANLUani1aniliuLgauny (@2nd Action)
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7. aunanisdguaniauuonienisdiudgeuny (2nd
Observation)

8. axviounan9UfiRmuunuiiliinlgs @nd Reflection)

9. szuvdanismauAuANasiulsafaseTawAul ugNTy
TIEUAU
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TIHUAUBNTEY UATIIALATHINANLAY (AAad) TulTang LA
AT lsanenuianaunia lsanentnandulvg wazditiney
AEITURIRNANYNT ANIHRUANNTINNDILNNAULNALVTUUR
LAZAIMTAYNAYNT LA B NI

andsziAusanattaziiulacn deldfiszuunalnuuanig
WA MIUNTINNTUNIT I nENeIANd 1N LAUlulsInENLNE
HNANYNT yannsdnsruLL3NsiiaenafasTudmussan N7y
Aldanafildiflunnssluszazann Wunisinenalsylomives
Uszinedigaddninennsdounitdlilfsnng saufutennsinnsinen
NN3ARTTULLINITEUNNAMTUABIINUAUNNTUNTTNENIIATAY
uatndls wazsasszuunalnla’sazaiuisnaniiunislaagig
sensuiunsasuulaefiaziinduluaunan iawauFILLY
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nsadaafsilidunisdniunisddadaljianig (Action
Research) iiaadeulaunalusysusiasiu (Bottom-up policy
oriented) TpenilalanalFinud sauwmunnuanislunisdnssuy
Uimsquamiiaanadesiinfim nguiihvanefisousaadeya nasy
laun dninauansisugadanda lsaneiunadandn leanenuna
AUATNAININFILA ITIWENLNATNTU UTNIUIINIR WINUIAIAY
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