
CHAPTER III
TACHILEK -  KENG TUNG -  MONGLA 

ROAD UTILIZATION
T he T a ch ilek  -  K en g  T ung -  M o n g la  road is a con crete  e v id e n c e  o f  coop eration  

am on g  C h ina , M yan m ar, and T hailand . It is ex p ected  that th is road w ill  serve  as m ech an ism  
in fac ilita tin g  trade a ctiv itie s  and en cou ra g in g  tourism  throu gh ou t th e  three cou n tries. T h is  
road is the resu lt o f  an in itia tive  purposed  b y the E co n o m ic  C o op era tio n  as m eans o f  
form aliz in g  and d e v e lo p in g  e x is tin g  cross-b ord er trade, tou rism  and transport links am on g  
m em b er cou n tries.

W ith  regard to  the road’s u tiliza tion , its o b jectiv es  fo c u s  p rim arily  on trade and  
tourism  as s ig n ific a n t a sp ects  o f  its role and fu n ction . T h is chapter w il l  thus fo cu s  on th ese  
issu es in ex a m in in g  the u tiliza tion  o f  the road.

S in ce  E c o n o m ic  C oop eration  seek s the e c o n o m ic  and so c ia l w e ll-b e in g  o f  the p eo p le  
in the m em b er cou n tr ies, it is a lso  essen tia l to  exp lore  this a sp ec t w h en  lo ok in g  at local 
v illa g e r s ’ u tiliza tion  o f  the road as w e ll.
T h is chapter w ill be d iv id ed  into the fo llo w in g  three section s:

•  Trade u tiliza tion ;
•  T ourist u tiliza tion ; and,
•  L o ca l v i l la g e r s ’ u tiliza tion .

1.) Road utilization at the border (Mae Sai)
T h e M ae Sai -  T a ch ilek  ch eck p oin t is con sid ered  to be a v ery  im portant gate link ing  

T hailand and M yan m ar and lead in g  to further p assag e  to M o n g la  and D a lo u  at the C h in ese  
border. T hus, the sta tistic s  regarding p a ssen gers u sin g  the road are s ig n ifica n t as they  can  
illustrate the m o v em en t, ten d en c ies , and p u rp oses for travel for th o se  u s in g  the road.

T h is study w ill exa m in e  ch an g es in the num bers o f  p eo p le  and cars p assin g  the M ae  
Sai -  T a ch ilek  c h eck p o in t b eg in n in g  at the en d  o f  2 0 0 3 , the tim e w h en  the road w as in itia lly  
op en ed . D ata w a s  p rov id ed  by the T hai M ae Sai Im m igration  O ffic e .



Table 1: Number of passengers and cars passing Mae Sai - Tachilek checkpoint 
(2003-2005)'
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Year Passengers Cars
T h ailand  to M yanm ar to T hailand to M yanm ar
M yanm ar T hailand M yanm ar to T hailand

2 0 0 3 6 9 7 ,6 1 8 5 0 9 ,0 7 8 2 7 ,1 9 7 3 8 ,1 0 9
2 0 0 4 8 6 6 ,8 5 5 5 9 6 ,2 4 9 3 4 ,4 4 0 2 5 ,2 1 9
2 0 0 5 * 3 7 5 ,3 7 5 1 6 7 ,2 8 7 16,541 1 ,579
TOTAL 1,939,848 1,272,614 78,178 64,907
* In clu d es o n ly  January to M ay  2 0 0 5 .

T he n um ber o f  T hai p a ssen gers en terin g T a ch ilek  on the M yanm ar from  M ae Sai in 
T hailand w a s  up to 8 6 6 ,8 5 5  in 2 0 0 4  from  6 9 7 ,6 1 8  in 2 0 0 3 , an in crease o f  1 6 9 ,2 3 7  
p a ssen gers. T h e n um ber o f  p a ssen gers crossin g  into T hailand from  M yan m ar a lso  increased  
during the sam e tim e fram e from  5 0 9 ,0 7 8  to 5 9 6 ,2 4 9  for an in crease  o f  87 ,171  p eop le .

T he n um ber o f  cars en terin g M yanm ar from  T hailand  in creased  from  2 7 ,1 9 7  in 20 0 3  
to 3 4 ,4 4 0  in 2 0 0 4 , w h ile  the num ber o f  cars en terin g T hailand from  M yanm ar d ecreased  
during the sam e tim e fram e from  3 8 ,1 0 9  to 2 5 ,2 1 9 . T h is d ec lin e  is lik e ly  due to the 
M yanm ar g o v ern m en t’s capture and crack d ow n  on  all u n licen sed  cars in O ctob er 2 0 0 4 .

1.1. Passengers crossing at the border
In ex a m in in g  ch a n g es in the num ber o f  p assen gers from  2 0 0 3  to 2 0 0 4 , it appears that 

there is a h igh  num ber o f  p eo p le  cro ssin g  from  T hailand into M yanm ar. T h is num ber w a s  
d ow n  at the end o f  2 0 0 3 , but then began  to rise again  in the b eg in n in g  o f  2 0 0 4  and  
co n tin u in g  to until A pril 2 0 0 4 , w h ich  w a s the peak  for that year. W h ile  the num bers dropped  
again  at the en d  o f  2 0 0 4 , th ey  began  to rise o n ce  again  early  in 2 0 0 5 . January 2 0 0 5  saw  the  
h ig h est n um ber o f  p assen gers en terin g M yanm ar s in ce  the road ’s con stru ction  w a s com p leted . 
T h is corresp on d s w ith  the h igh  seaso n  for travel for Thai p assen gers.

1 Mae Sai Immigration Office, Thailand.
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Graph 1: Movement of people from Thailand to Myanmar & Myanmar to Thailand 
(2003 - 2005)2

T h e n u m b er  o f  p e o p le  c r o s s in g  from  M y a n m a r to  T h a ila n d  h a s  rem a in ed  sta b le  m ore  
or le s s . A fte r  2 0 0 3  th e  n u m b er o f  p a sse n g e r  w a s  up for  a  sh ort t im e  an d  c o n tin u e d  to r ise  
u n til A p ril 2 0 0 4  w h e n  it w a s  at its  h ig h est . H o w e v e r , th e  h ig h e s t  n u m b er  o f  p a sse n g e r s  
c r o ss in g  fro m  M y a n m a r  to  T h a ila n d  rem ain s lo w e r  than  th o s e  c r o s s in g  fro m  T h a ila n d  to  
M yan m ar. T h u s , m o r e  T h ai travel to  M y an m ar as o p p o se d  to  th o se  in  M y a n m a r v is it in g  
T h ailan d .

T h e  n u m b er  o f  p a sse n g e r s  from  M y an m ar d ro p p ed  s te a d ily  fro m  th e  en d  o f  2 0 0 4  
until th e  la test  s ta t is t ic s  in  M a y  2 0 0 5 . T h is  m a y  b e th e  resu lt  o f  th e  e n fo r c e m e n t o f  stricter  
r eg u la tio n s  for  th o s e  c r o s s in g  th e M y an m ar border, m a k in g  it m u c h  m o r e  d if f ic u lt  to  c ro ss . 
M o st s ig n if ic a n t  o f  th e se  s ta tis tic s  is  th e  n u m b er o f  p e o p le  w h o  return  to  th e ir  h o m e  co u n tr ies . 
Graph 2: Number of people (migrants) from Thailand & Myanmar who cross the 
border and do not return to their country of origin3

2 Ibid.



T h is graph illu stra tes the gap b etw een  the num ber o f  p eo p le  cro ss in g  the border and 
th ose  w h o  later return to their country o f  or ig in . T he b lue line rep resents the num ber o f  
p eop le  from  M yanm ar w h o  entered T hailand and have not yet returned, w h ile  the pink is the 
num ber o f  p eo p le  from  T hailand w h o  entered M yanm ar and have not y e t  returned.

T h is graph sh o w s  s ig n ifican t num bers o f  p eop le  w h o  are not returning to their 
country o f  origin; th ese  typ es o f  v isitors are co m m o n ly  referred to as “ m igran ts.” S in ce the  
road has b een  fu lly  op eration al, the num ber o f  m igrants from  M yanm ar has changed  
con sid erab ly . T he nu m ber o f  p eo p le  co m in g  from  M yanm ar into T h ailand  and not returning  
rose s ig n ifica n tly  from  February until its peak  in M ay 2 0 0 4 . T he en d  o f  2 0 0 4  saw  a sligh t  
d eclin e  w h ich  h ave b een  due to ch an g in g  go vern m en t regu lation s and stricter controls.

T h ese  sta tistic s  w ere  a lso  con firm ed  during the fie ld  w ork  co m p o n en t o f  th is project, 
as the researcher a lso  en cou n tered  residents w h o  referred to the h igh  nu m bers o f  m igrants. In 
on e v illa g e  located  ab out 30 k ilom eters from  K en g  T ung, resid en ts m en tion ed  that “there 
used  to be m ore than 4 0  h o u ses  in the v illa g e . B u t o n ce  the road w a s  g o o d  and it w a s easier  
to m o v e , the p eo p le  h a v e  left the v illa g e . T h ey  cross  into T hailand  and w ork  in C hiang Rai 
p rov in ce as day  laborers. S om e w ork  in lan d scap in g , w h ile  others w ork  on  p ig  farm s. T he  
v illa g e  has ch an ged  d ram atica lly  as there are o n ly  16 h ou ses w ith  resid en ts rem aining, and 
there are no m ore teen a g ers in the v illa g e  at a ll.”

T h e M ae Sai ga te  is the o n ly  w a y  to le g a lly  cross the border in the area, but a Thai 
M ae Sai im m igration  o ff ic ia l exp la in ed  that “m ost o f  the illeg a l m igration  u su a lly  occu rs at 
illega l cro ss in g  p o in ts lik e  th ose  m igrants w h o  s im p ly  w a lk  across the Sai R iver or other 
natural border area .” T h is m igrant issu e is a crucial top ic  o f  con cern  for eco n o m ic  
coop eration .

5 8
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1.2. Cars crossing at the border

E x am in in g  ch a n g es  in the num ber o f  cars crossin g  the border at the M ae Sai -  
T ach ilek  ch eck p o in t after the road w a s fu lly  con stru cted  is another w a y  to further exp lore the 
issu es.
Graph 3: Thai cars entering Myanmar (2003 - 2005)4

T he num ber o f  T hai cars en terin g M yanm ar has in creased  stea d ily  from  the end o f  
2 0 0 3  until M ay  2 0 0 4 . In June 2 0 0 4  the num bers o f  cars did d ecrease . T h is d ec lin e  con tin u ed  
until the end o f  2 0 0 4 . In 2 0 0 5  the road co n d itio n s  w ere m uch  better and the num ber o f  
con tin u es b egan  to in crease  in som e m on th s, but then  w o u ld  d ecrease  in others. T h is appears 
to ind icate that con stru ction  o f  the road d o es not en cou rage  or d irectly  a ffec t the num ber o f  
cars to u se the road.

Graph 4: Myanmar cars entering Thailand (2003 -2005)5
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4 Ibid.



T h e n um bers for cars en terin g  T hailand from  M yan m ar are a bit m ore in teresting . It 
appears that the con stru ction  o f  the road did en cou rage road use. T h e num ber o f  cars passin g  
ch eck p o in ts  in q u ite  h igh  at ap p rox im ately  3 ,0 0 0  cars per m onth . H o w ev er , in O ctober 20 0 4  
that num ber dropped s ig n ifica n tly  at rem ains at ju st 3 0 0  -  4 0 0  cars per m onth . The reason  
for this sh ift is lik e ly  due to stricter ch eck s by the n ew  M yanm ar govern m en t. O ctob er 2 0 0 4  
w as a tim e o f  p o litica l ch an g e  in M yanm ar and the n è w  go vern m en t w a s  m uch  stricter in 
ch eck in g  the licen se  and registration  for each  v eh ic le . Car w ith ou t the proper d ocu m en tation  
w ere se ized  and ow n ers o f  illeg a l cars (th ose  w ith out a go vern m en t lic e n se )  w ere  required to 
hand over  their cars to the go vern m en t before 31 M arch 2 0 0 5 . T h o se  w h o  fa iled  to do so  
w ere fin ed  and g iv en  a se v e n  year  ja il term for v io la tin g  im port la w s .6 S u riyon , a Thai 
im m igration  o ff ic ia l, con firm ed  th is sh ift w h en  he ind icated  that “ in the past, there w ere

around 50  -  6 0  cars u sin g  the road d aily , but n ow  it’s d ow n  to ju s t  10 cars a d ay .” A s a 
result o f  th is crack d ow n , there has b een  a s ig n ifican t drop in road u sag e .

2.) Usage after the road’s completion
D u rin g  th is study o f  the T a ch ilek  -  K en g T u n g  -  M o n g la  road u tiliza tion , the 

researcher in terv iew ed  k ey  in form ants w h o  w ere resp on sib le  for cou n tin g  the num ber o f  cars 
p assin g  a lo n g  the road. T h is cou n t took  p lace  on 13 July 2 0 0 5  b etw een  T a ch ilek  and Talerh. 
T he chart b e lo w  reflects the resu lts o f  th is cou n t.8

6 0

! Ibid■6 Available at: http://www.mvanmartime.com. (4-10 April 2005).
7 Interview with Suriyon Pewnuan, Thai Mae Sai Immigration Official, (21 June 2005).
8 This data and analysis was gathered from interviews with key informants about the number of cars; 

field observation in Myanmar was also used.

http://www.mvanmartime.com


T ab le  2: N u m b er o f  cars using road (T ach ilek  - T a lerh )9

T ype o f  
car

No. o f  cars  
(to
T ach ilek )

No. o f  cars 
(to Ken g 
T ung)

T otal
no.
o f  cars

N otes

P ic k -u p
(H ilu x )

2 2 2 2 36 458 T h e se  a re  u sed  m o re  fo r p u b lic  
tra n s p o r ta t io n  th a n  d e liv e ry  tru c k s  by 2 :1 .

T ax i 145 157 302 P u b lic  t ra n s p o rta tio n .

P a je ro 47 55 1 0 2
F o rm  o f  p u b lic  t ra n s p o r ta t io n  w ith  licen se  
p la te  n u m b e rs  S W 1 , ร พ 2, a n d  ร พ 3.
( ร พ  s ta n d s  fo r  S o u th  W a)

4 w h e e ls 129 135 264

F o rm  o f  p u b lic  t ra n s p o r ta t io n  w ith  lic en se  
p la te  n u m b e rs  o f  S o u th  W a  su c h  as;
S W 1 , ร พ 2, ร พ 3 (so m e  o f  th e se  ca rs  
b e lo n g  to  H o n g  P a n g  c o m p a n y (H P ))

D ia n a 60 61 123

T h e se  a re  u sed  m o re  fo r  d e liv e ry  tru ck s  
th a n  p u b lic  tra n s p o r ta t io n . T h e y  u su a lly  
d e l iv e r  s to n e  an d  s a n d  to  m a jo r  c itie s . 
T h is  ty p e  o f  c a r  b e lo n g e d  to  p e o p le  fro m  
M y a n m a r an d  th e  H o n g  P a n g  C o m p an y .

T o ra g e 50 53 103 A n  o ld e r  t ru c k  th a t  is m a in ly  u sed  to  
d e l iv e r  p ro d u c ts .

B u se s  an d  
v a n s

14 17 31 M o stly  T h a i c a rs , o n ly  fo u r  o r fiv e  
B u rm e se  ca rs .

C a rs 75 77 152 P u b lic  t ra n sp o rta tio n .

T ru c k  (s ix - 
an d  ten - 
w h e e ls )

19 19 38

S o m e  c o v e r  th e  ro o f, a n d  so m e  ca rs  d o  
n o t c a rry  a n y th in g . M o s t b e lo n g  to  the  
M y a n m a r g o v e rn m e n t;  so m e  b e lo n g  to  
p riv a te  c o m p a n ie s , su c h  as  H o n g  P a n g ’s. 
T h is  ty p e  o f  c a r  u su a lly  d e l iv e rs  o n io n , 
g a rlic , c lo th e s , e tc .

T otal 761 810 1,571

9 Field observation and interview conducted with key Burmese informant, (13 July 2005).



T h is su rvey , con d u cted  on 13 July 2 0 0 5 , sh o w s  a c lear  p icture o f  h o w  the road has 
been used . D ata su g g e st  that the road is used m ore for p u b lic  transportation than for 
d eliver in g  p rod u cts or for travel. T he results o f  th is su rvey  regard ing reason s for u sin g  the 
road can be ca teg o r ized  into three areas: travel, d e livery , and tou rism . T h ese  three areas w ill  
be d iscu ssed  in further deta il b e lo w .

2.1. Travel
T h e m ost c o m m o n  typ e  o f  v e h ic le  u sin g  the road is the p ick -u p  (H ilu x ). T here w ere  

4 5 8  p ick -u p s u sin g  the road on th is particular day, o f  2 2 2  w ere travelin g  to T a ch ilek  and 2 3 6  
to K eng T u n g. T h e p ick -u p s or H ilu x  (as the B u rm ese call th em ) are, acco rd in g  to the key  
inform ant, to  be used  m ore for p u blic  transportation. T h ey  h ave co v ered  roo fs and seats for 
p assen gers. D rivers u su a lly  w a it until the truck is full b efore leav in g ; in m an y c a ses , so m e  
p assen gers n eed  to stand. S o m e o f  the drivers rece iv e  support from  the govern m en t to  
purchase ga s b eca u se  th ey  h ave an agreem en t to support the m ilitary in transporting so ld iers. 
A fter hours w h en  th ey  are not lon ger n eed ed  by the govern m en t, th ese  trucks can be used  as 
p u blic  transportation . T h ey  are ab le to charge le ss  for their se r v ic e s  b ecau se  o f  the 
go vern m en t su b sid ie s  th ey  r e ce iv e  for gas. T he co st for a trip from  T a ch ilek  -  K en g  T u n g in 
a p ick -up  w h ich  r e c e iv e s  a gas su b sid y  is ju st 5 0 0  K yatt per p erson , w h ile  th is sam e trip 
m ade in an u n -su b sid ized  v e h ic le  w ill c o st 2 ,0 0 0  -  3 ,0 0 0  K yatt— six  tim es  m ore. For th ose  
su b sid ized  v e h ic le s , th ey  m ust be im m ed ia tely  ava ilab le  to the m ilitary w h en  requested  and 
there is a quota for the num ber o f  v e h ic le s  w h ich  q u a lify  for th is  su b sid y . T hus, the p ick -up  
is con sid ered  to be the least e x p e n s iv e  form  o f  p u blic  transport lea v in g  from  T ach ilek . O ther 
form s o f  transportation , su ch  as a taxi, can c o st as m uch as 8 ,0 0 0  K yatts or m ore, m ak in g  the  
pick -up  nearly  16 tim es cheaper.

S in ce  the p ick -u p  is the preferred m od e o f  p u blic  transportation , th is is a reflection  o f  
the poor e c o n o m y  o f  M yanm ar. T ravelin g  in th ese  p ick -u p s is very  u n com fortab le  as they  
are very crow d ed  and p assen gers so m etim es  need  to stand for the entire trip. H o w ev er , it 
rem ains the m ost c o st  e f fe c t iv e , and so  it preferred by m any travelers.

T he seco n d  m ost co m m o n  typ e o f  transport used  is the tax i. B ased  on field  
ob servation , there w ere about 145 cars travelin g  to T a ch ilek  and 157 to K en g  T ung. T axis  
are on ly  ab le to carry four to f iv e  p assen gers at a tim e. T here are m an y areas to get a taxi; 
each  term inal tow n  w ill h ave a taxi stand. I f  you  w ou ld  like to g o  to M o n g la , you  go  to the
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M o n gla  taxi stand, or i f  y o u  w o u ld  like to g o  to K en g  T ung, you  g o  to the K en g  T ung stand. 
T here are not tax is stands for each  large c ity . M o st taxis are o w n ed  by the drivers w h o  
operate p rivately . T h u s, w h en  hiring a taxi, it is n ecessary  to bargain for the price. It is 
u ltim ately  the d r iv er’s d e c is io n  to agree on a price and w h eth er or not to  tak e p assen gers. It 
c o sts  ap p rox im ately  8 ,0 0 0  K yatts (or about 4 0 0  T hai B aht) per p erson  to travel by a taxi from  
T a ch ilek  to K en g  T u n g.

T axi p a ssen g ers are a llo w ed  to bring so m e  b e lo n g in g s  w ith ou t any extra ch arg e .10 11 It 
tak es about tw o  and a h a lf  hours to travel from  T ach ilek  to K en g  T ung by public  
transportation; and another tw o  hours to travel from  K en g  T ung to M o n gla . E ven  though the 
sec tio n  from  K en g  T u n g to M o n g la  is shorter than that from  K en g  T u n g to T ach ilek , the 
K en g  T ung to M o n g la  sec tio n  is not as popular b eca u se  p assen gers are required to p ay  an 
extra fe e  to p ass through  S p ec ia l R eg io n  4 ."  D u rin g  the fie ld  w ork , the researcher’s taxi 
driver ind icated  that “p e o p le  travel to M o n gla  o n ly  w h en  they  h ave to b u y C h in ese  products  
b eca u se  th ey  are ch eap er than Thai p rod u cts.” P eo p le  from  M yanm ar d o n ot g o  to the area 
often , o n ly  w h en  n ecessary .

In ad d ition  to p u b lic  transportation (p ick -u p s and ta x is), fo u r -w h ee l drive cars or 
“ P ajeros” are a lso  c o m m o n ly  used  to transport p eo p le . A  key inform ant in d icated  that “th ese  
ty p es  o f  cars are used  for transporting p eo p le  m ore than products, and are m ostly  privately  
o w n ed . T h ey  u su a lly  h ave a South  W a ( ร พ )  licen se  num bers on  their car p la te  such  as ร พ  1, 
ร พ 2 or ร พ ร .  T h e S outh  W a is a m inority  group w h ich  has a ce a se  fire agreem en t w ith  the 
M yan m ar g o vern m en t and is located  m ain ly  in M o n g  Y a w n g  (near T a c h ile k ) .”

T he h igh  num ber o f  ร พ  licen se  p lates su g g e sts  that th ese  typ es o f  cars are used  
prim arily  by p eo p le  from  the sp ecia l region  w h o  h ave South W a p erm issio n  to do so . T here  
w ere ap p roxim ately  3 6 6  P ajeros on the road. T h e k ey  inform ant ex p la in ed  that these typ es o f  
cars are often  n ew  and very  b eau tifu l, but he is u n clear as to the p urpose or fu n ction  o f  them .

O ne reason  for u sin g  ร พ  car p lates is to av o id  u sin g  go vern m en t car p lates b ecau se  
o f  the M yanm ar g o vern m en t crackd ow n  on illega l v e h ic le s  b eg in n in g  in O ctob er 2 0 0 4 . The
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10 Interview with Myanmar taxi owner, (25 June 2005).
11 Thanapol Buthkhunthong, “Interview with MR.U Sai Ram. Owner of transportation business, 20 

April 2004.”



govern m en t did not d o an yth in g  for v e h ic le s  w ith  ร พ  p la tes, and so  m any p eo p le  ch o se  to 
use the ร พ  licen se  p la tes. T hus, th ose  w ith  a c lo se  relation sh ip  w ith  the W a group prefer to  
use ร พ  licen se  p lates rather than req u estin g p lates from  the govern m en t, w h ich  is often  
m uch m ore d ifficu lt and e x p en siv e .

B ased  on fie ld  research , so m e  o f  the drivers o f  v e h ic le s  w ith  ร พ  p la tes w ere not from  
M yanm ar. In so m e situ ation s, the p assen gers cou ld  speak  C h in ese  but not M yanm ar. T his  
w ou ld  appear to su g g e st  a c lo se  relation sh ip  b etw een  the W a and co m e  C h in ese . T h is w as  
an in teresting fin d in g . K u ensa i Ja iyen , ed itor o f  The Shan H era ld  A gen cy fo r  N ew s 
(S H A N ),12 m en tion ed  th is c lo se  relation sh ip  b etw een  the W a and C hina in an in terv iew . T he  
W a are d ep en d en t on  support from  C hina w h ich  is w h y  they  m ake c o n c e ss io n s  and assist the 
C h in ese  w h en  n ecessary . T he reason  for th is coop eration  is b ecau se  o f  W a leader, Mr. W ei 
H siao  K ang. W ei is the leader o f  the U n ited  W a State A rm y (U W S A ), D iv is io n  171. U W S A  
B rigade 8 9 4  estab lish ed  their headquarters in the n ew  tow n  o f  M o n g  Y aw n ; th is is under his  
com m an d. W ei H siao  K a n g ’s forces have spread to other areas su ch  as M o n g  H sat, M on g  
T on and T a c h ile k .13 T h e W ei M o v em en t w a s e sp e c ia lly  im portant in m id -2001  w h en  it 
h elp ed  settlers to  m ake their h om es in the Pa L a ew  -  K englarp  area east o f  T a ch ilek  on the  
w est bank o f  the M ek o n g  R iver at Pa L a ew  -  K en g  Larb, ju st across from  L aos. T here are 
plans to d e v e lo p  th is area o f  the M ek o n g  R iver into a m ajor trading and tourist route 
co n n ec tin g  southern  C h ina  and T h a ila n d .14 A t that tim e (2 0 0 1 ) , the M yanm ar govern m en t  
asked  W ei to m o v e  out, but he refused . It w a s  not until orders ca m e from  Pang Shang at the  
central W a headquarters that W e i’s so ld iers m ov ed . K u ensa i m en tion ed  that th is com m and  
actu ally  c o m e  from  C h ina b ecau se  C hina feared that the W a m ay  interrupt C h in a’s trade 
a lon g  the M ek o n g  R iver. T h is w o u ld  be a problem  from  C h in ese  e c o n o m ic  d ev e lo p m en t and  
grow th.
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T h is situ ation  w ith  W ei illustrates the rela tion sh ip  b etw een  the W a and C hina, w ith  
C hina h ave the upper hand and g iv en  sp ecia l c o n c e ss io n s  as th ey  request. T hus, it is not 
surprising to find that m any C h in ese  are g iv en  ร พ  licen se  p lates to  u se the road freely . 
T h ese  typ es o f  ร พ  p la tes d o o ffer  sp ecia l b en efit b ecau se  they  en su re sm ooth  p assage at 
govern m en t ch eck p o in ts .

This is the primary news agency which monitors the situation in Shan state.
13 “Unsettling Moves,” p. 22.
14 I b i d .
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2 .2 . D e liv e r in g  p r o d u c ts
A part form  travelin g , sta tistic s sh o w  the secon d  m ain p urpose for u sin g  the road is to 

transport products. L arge num bers o f  both D iana and T orage typ e cars are used  for d eliverin g  
products; 123 D ian a and 103 T orage cars w ere cou n ted  on the day o f  the su rvey . In fact, 
there are m ore o f  th ese  tw o  typ es o f  v e h ic le s  than there are trucks. T he researcher asked the 
v illa gers w h y  there are so  m an y T orage and D iana cars rather than other v e h ic le s , as these  
cars are qu ite s lo w . T he v illa g ers ind icated  that “the reason there are not m any v e h ic le s  other  
that D ian as and T o rag es is that m ost o f  the other cars h ave been  s e iz e d .”

A t the end o f  2 0 0 4 , the govern m en t began  m ore c lo se ly  m on itorin g  v e h ic le s  b ein g  
driven in M yanm ar. C ars w ith ou t proper licen ses  and registration  are not a llo w ed  to be 
driven. M an y d e liv ery  cars, th erefore, have b een  im pounded  by the govern m en t; D iana and 
T orage cars are u su a lly  prop erly  registered , h ow ever . O ne person  from  K en g  T ung shared  
that “T orage cars h ave  the ch eap est registration  fees; it is less  than 1 0 0 ,0 0 0  baht. O ther typ es  
o f  cars are m ore ex p e n s iv e ;  a taxi c o sts  6 0 0 ,0 0 0  baht and a p u b lic  transportation truck costs  
5 0 0 ,0 0 0  baht.” T h u s it is not surprising that so  m any T orage cars are used  for d e liver in g  
products.

T here are a lso  so m e  large d e liv ery  trucks w h ich  u se the road. A  k ey  inform ant stated  
that m ost o f  th ese  trucks b e lo n g  to the M yanm ar govern m en t and are used  to d e liver  products 
d o m estica lly . D u ring  fie ld  ob servation , the researcher found that there w ere  ten em p ty trucks, 
w h ich  b elo n g ed  to M yanm ar so ld iers, travelin g  to K en g  T ung. B a sed  on an in terv iew  w ith  a 
tour gu id e  in K en g  T u n g , th ese  v e h ic le s  g o  to Y an gon  to p ick  up con su m er, industrial 
products to se ll to K en g  T ung. T h ese  products are either go vern m en t in v estm en ts  or products  
in w h ich  the g o vern m en t o w n s large shares. It takes about on e  m onth  to m ake the trip from  
Y an gon  to K en g  T u n g. M oreover, a v illa g er  ind icated  in an in terv iew  that th ese  products o f  
M yanm ar are lo w  q u ality  and T hai products are preferred. H o w ev er , the products o f  
M yanm ar are the least e x p e n s iv e .

In addition  to d e liv er in g  products, the govern m en t a lso  b en efits  from  u sin g  these  
v e h ic le s  to transport arm y so ld iers and person n el from  M on g Phyak to K en g  T ung as w e ll as 
from  K en g T u n g to M o n g  Phyak. T h ese  tw o  particular tow n s are h om e to strategic battalions  
o f  the M yanm ar m ilitary, w h ich  is w h y  it is n ecessary  to transport so ld iers  b etw een  the tw o  
tow n s. K uensai o f  the S .H .A .N . N e w s  A g e n c y  ind icated  that after K hin  N y u n t, M yanm ar



has increased  the n um ber o f  troops stationed  in the area in order to launch cam p a ign s against 
in su rgen cy  grou p s. T hus, it is norm al to see  M yanm ar troops b e in g  shuttled  from  p lace to

p la c e .15
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M o st o f  the v e h ic le s  w h ich  d o not b e lo n g  to the govern m en t are ow n ed  by v illagers. 
O thers b e lo n g  to the H on g  P ang C om pany; these trucks norm ally  carry products. D uring the 
fie ld  ob serv a tion , v illa g ers  stated that, “ the trucks so m etim es  d o n ot ev en  carry anything, 
w h ile  o thers are p ack ed  fu ll. It is com m o n  for th ese  trucks to h ave large tarps co v er in g  up the 
g o o d s .’' M o st o f  the fu lly  loaded trucks are on the w a y  to K en g  T u n g  from  T a ch ilek  and 
carry T hai products. B u t m ost o f  the trucks travelin g  from  K en g  T u n g  to T a ch ilek  are em pty. 
It is p rim arily  ju st  agricultural products such  as on ion s, garlic  and so m e  C h in ese  item s like  
clo th  w h ich  are transported tow ard T ach ilek .

T he sta tistic s ob ta ined  from  the fie ld  su rvey  regarding the num ber o f  cars u sin g  the  
road corresp on d  w ith  th ose  p rov id ed  by the G overnor o f  T a ch ilek  and the V ic e  President o f  
S p ecia l R e g io n  4  (S R 4 ) during an in terv iew  w ith  the T hai M in istry  o f  C om m erce . T his 
in terv iew  to o k  p la ce  during a v is it  by a Thai o ffic ia l on 1 7 - 2 1  M arch 2 0 0 5  regarding road  
u sage from  T a ch ilek  to M o n gla . T he govern or o f  T a ch ilek  said  that, “T here are around ten

trucks u sin g  th is road from  T a ch ilek  to M o n g la .” 16 T his p roject a lso  fou n d  ten trucks u sin g  
the road, w h ich  is co n sisten t to w hat the V ice  P resident o f  S R 4 c ited  w h en  he said, “T he  
transportation b u sin ess  ow n ers have ten  10 -w h eel trucks to d e liv er  p roducts from  M on gla  to 
K en g T ung. T h ese  num bers are a lso  the sam e as th ose  g iv en  by the H o n g  Pang C om pany. 
O ne o f  the H o n g  P ang C om p an y s ta ff  said that “ the route from  T a ch ilek  to K en g  T ung has 
le ss  than ten  1 0 -w h ee l trucks travelin g  per d ay .” T hus, it is c lear  that there are ten trucks 
w h ich  used  the road, accord in g  to a variety  o f  authorities and a lso  con firm ed  by the 
research er’s in d ep en d en t cou n t. T hus, the num ber o f  d e liv ery  trucks travelin g  from  M on gla  
to K en g  T u n g rem ains re la tive ly  lo w . T h is su g g ests  that the road is n ot h ea v ily  u tilized  for 
trade d esp ite  the m ain  purpose o f  the road’s con stru ction  w a s an in itia tive  o f  the E co n om ic  
Q uadrangle as a m ean s o f  p rom otin g  trade a ctiv ities . It appears that the actual u tilization  o f  
the road is m ore for d o m estic  transportation via cars w ith  ร พ  p la tes to m ake the trip back

15 Interview with Jaiyen.
16 This interview was conducted by the Thai Ministry of Commerce on an official visit to Tachilek 

regarding a “consultation to agree on how to use the road.” 17 March 2005.



and forth across the reg ion . In addition  the M yanm ar govern m en t is another m ain user for its 
ow n  e c o n o m ic  and m ilitary reasons.

2.3. Tourism
A  k ey  in form ant ind icated  that tourists prefer to travel by van, m ost o f  w h ich  have  

Thai p late. W h ile  m ak in g  the trip to K en g  T ung, the researcher cou n ted  17 cars, 12 -  13 o f  
w h ich  w ere from  T hailand . T he rem ain in g  v e h ic le s  w ere registered  in M yanm ar. A  
M yanm ar tourism  o ffic e r  in T a ch ilek  w a s in terv iew ed  and ask ed  about any availab le  
sta tistics for p eo p le  en terin g  M on gla . H e indicated  that in form ation  is regularly gathered at 
the T a ch ilek  car d ock . A cc o rd in g  to th ese  sta tistics, s in ce  the b eg in n in g  o f  2 0 0 5  through 24  
June 2 0 0 5 , there w ere  6 ,9 9 0  p eo p le  w h o  used  v e h ic le s  at the T a ch ilek  d o c k .17 If, for in stan ce, 
on e van  carries ten  p eo p le , that w o u ld  m ean 6 9 9  van s w ere used  or ap p roxim ately  175 per  
m onth. T h ese  n um bers are m uch h igher than th ose  for trade a c tiv it ie s , but are still quite lo w  
w h en  tak in g into acco u n t ad vertisin g  and com m ercia l e x p en ses  u sed  to p rom ote E n om ic  
Q uadrangle tou rism .

T h u s, the av a ilab le  data regarding road u sa g e  in d icates that p u b lic  transportation is 
used  prim arily  for d o m estic  p u rposes in transporting p eop le . T he p ick -u p  or H ilu x  is the m ost  
popular m od e o f  transportation b ecau se  it is the m ost in ex p en siv e . T he secon d  m ost  
co m m o n ly  used  m o d e  o f  transport is cars, e sp e c ia lly  those from  sp ec ia l reg ion s like the 
South  W a ( ร พ ) .  It is not en tire ly  clear w h at the p urpose or use o f  th e se  ร พ  cars is.

T rucks are gen era lly  u n d er-u tilized . G overn m en t trucks are used  e x c lu s iv e ly  for 
go vern m en t p u rp o ses. T here are a very sm all num ber o f  trucks is used  for d istributing  
products, both d o m e stic a lly  and in ternationally . O n ly  ten trucks m ak e the trip regularly  
b etw een  T a ch ilek , K en g  T u n g and M on gla . T h is is co n sid ered  to be a very  lo w  num ber.

R egard in g  tou rism , m any feel that the road sh ou ld  be c o n d u c iv e  to en h an cin g  tourism  
in the reg ion . R esu lts  sh o w , h ow ever , that w h ile  the num ber o f  tou rists in M yanm ar is m ore  
than num bers for other a c tiv itie s , it is still lo w  i f  on e  a lso  co n sid ers  the large am ount o f  
ad vertisin g  and co m m erc ia l ex p e n se s  that have been  sp en t to in crease  road u sage.
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17 Interview with Myanmar officials, Myanmar Immigration Office, Tachilek.
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Purposes for road utilization

A fter  ex a m in in g  the typ es o f  cars w h ich  are u sin g  the road, it is a lso  im portant to 
understand w h y  th ey  are u sin g  the road and w h eth er or not there are any p rob lem s w ith  this  
u sage. T h e fo llo w in g  a n a ly s is  o f  reason s for u se and any related p rob lem s has been  d iv id ed  
into three areas, a cco rd in g  to p urpose o f  use: 1) trade; 2 ) tourism ; and, 3 ) loca l v illa ger  use.

3.) Trade Utilization
3.1. Trade activities

S in ce  C h in a  and T hailand  d o not share a border, th is road serv es  as the shortest 
transportation route lin k in g  the tw o  cou n tries. It is exp ected  that it w ill help  to en cou rage  
trade a ctiv itie s . U tiliza tio n  for trade is con sid ered  to be the k ey  p urpose for the con stru ction  
o f  the road, as the con stru ction  o f  the road w a s in itiated under an e x te n s iv e  eco n o m ic  
coo p eration  d ev e lo p m e n t p roject. G iv en  that th is w a s  the prim ary reason  for con stru ctin g  the 
road, on e  p u rpose o f  th is  p roject w a s to determ in e w h eth er or not the road w a s  actu ally  b e in g  
u tilized  prim arily for trade. A d d itio n a lly , the researcher sou gh t to d eterm in e d ifferen t typ e o f  
u sage and an y p rob lem s w ith  u sin g  the road. M oreover, the project a lso  so u g h t to exa m in e  
w h o  w a s u sin g  the road and w h o  w a s not, to better illustrate the ex ten t to  w h ich  the road is 
used  for trade.

First, to b est understand u tiliza tion , it w ill be essen tia l to  rec o g n iz e  the trade v a lu e  for  
d ifferen t cou n tries that are a ffec ted  by and use the road. A cc o rd in g  to the X in hu a N e w s  
A g e n c y , total trade in 2 0 0 4  b etw een  M yanm ar and C hina w a s  U S $ 1 ,1 4 5  b il l io n .18 In 
ad d ition , the tw o  cou n tr ies a lso  s ig n ed  a trade contract to raise the current bilateral trade 
v o lu m e  to U S $ 1 .5 0  b illio n  by the end o f  2 0 0 5 .19 T hus, C hina is con sid ered  an im portant 
trade partner for M yanm ar.

T rade v o lu m e  b etw een  M yanm ar and T hailand is a lso  qu ite  h igh . A ccord in g  to 
sta tistic s from  the T hai go vern m en t, total trade in 2 0 0 4  b etw een  T hailand  and M yanm ar w a s  
U S $ 1 ,8 9 7  m illio n . T hailand  im ports m ore M yanm ar products than an y other country. 
N atural gas rem ain s the m ajor im port product from  M yanm ar to T h ailand , at 78 .8%  o f  all 
im ported product v a lu e .

18 “Myanmar to start building sale centers in border town,” X in h u a  N e w s  A g e n c y , (6 May 2005).
19 “Myanmar, China sign S290 mil. trade deal,” K y o to  N e w s, (9 July 2005).



T h ese  sta tistic s re flec t the im portance o f  both C hina and T hailand to M yanm ar for 
p u rposes o f  trade. M yan m ar can not d isco n tin u e  trade w ith  eith er o f  the tw o  w ithout 
su ffer in g  ser io u s, ad verse  e c o n o m ic  co n seq u en ces .

S in ce  C hina and T h ailand  are im portant trade partners w ith  M yanm ar, this leads to  
other q u estio n s regard ing the ch eck p oin ts at M on gla  (C h in ese  border) and T a ch ilek  (Thai 
border) and the im p ortan ce and role o f  th ese  ch eck p oin ts in trade and su b seq u en t e ffec ts  on 
road u sag e .

A t the C h in ese  border, D a lou  (in C hina) and M on gla  (in  M yanm ar) both se e  a lot o f  
trade a c tiv it ie s . T h e M o n g la  V ic e  P resident o f  S p ecia l R eg io n  4  during sp ok e about these  
a ctiv itie s  during an o ff ic ia l T hai v is it to M o n g la  on 17 -  19 M arch 2 0 0 5 . In reference to 
trade v o lu m e  b etw een  C h in a  and M on gla , he indicated  that, “In 2 0 0 4 , the va lu e o f  C h in ese  
trade in M o n g la  w a s  about o n e  b illion  Y uan (U S $ 1 2 5  m illio n ).” T h is is 10 .91%  o f  all trade 
b etw een  C hina and M yanm ar.

T a ch ilek  (in  M yan m ar) and M ae Sai (in  T hailand) border p oin t, sta tistics from  the  
Thai M ae Sai C u stom s O ff ic e  sh o w  that the im port va lu e o f  g o o d s  from  M yanm ar in 2 0 0 4  
w a s U S $ 1 2 .4 6  m illio n , and U S $ 4 7 .8 9  m illio n  in exports to M yanm ar. T h is is trade accou n ts  
for 3 .1 8 1 %  o f  all M yan m ar -  T hai trade.

W hen  com p arin g  th ese  tw o  gates, the M o n g la  -  D a lu o  and the T a ch ilek  -  M ae Sai, it 
appears that the M o n g la  -  D a lu o  is m ore im portant, acco u n tin g  for 10 .91%  o f  all trade w h ich  
is three tim es that o f  the trade at the T ach ilek  -  M ae Sai gate w h ich  acco u n ts for ju st  3 .181% .

W h ile  sta tistic s sh o w  sig n ifica n tly  h igher num bers at the M o n g la  -  D a lu o  gate, it is 
a lso  im portant to co n sid er  w h ere  this trade vo lu m e is c o m in g  from . M o n g la ’s V ic e  President 
m en tion ed  in an in terv iew  that M o n g la  is w e ll k n ow  as a ga m b lin g  area w ith  assorted  casin os  
and m an y C h in ese  cro ss  o v er  to the M yanm ar sid e  to ga m b le , rather than contribute to any 
trade in products or g o o d s . T h e C h in ese  spend ap p roxim ately  6 0  b illio n  Y uan (U S $ 7 .5  
b illio n ) an n u ally  in the c a s in o s  o f  M o n g la ,20 w h ich  is m ore than 6 0  tim es m ore than the 
am ount o f  m on ey  ex ch a n g ed  in border trade. T hus, the U S $ 1 2 5  m illio n  in trade at the
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M o n gla  -  D a lu o  gate m ay co m e  from  the gam b lin g  esta b lish m en ts and not s o le ly  from  trade. 
T h ese  ca s in o s  d o not b e lo n g  to the M yanm ar govern m en t, but rather, th ey  are under the  
authority o f  S p ec ia l R eg io n  4 . T hus, M yanm ar it s e lf  d o es  not r e ce iv e  any e c o n o m ic  b en efit  
from  the ga m b lin g  industry. A s  a result, the M yanm ar go vern m en t is le ss  con cern ed  w ith  the 
M o n gla  gate. It p ay s m u ch  m ore attention  to the T a ch ilek  gate as all o f  the trade at this p oin t 
g o e s  d irectly  to the M yanm ar govern m en t. T h is is the reason  w h y  the T a ch ilek  ch eck p oin t is 
a form al g o vern m en t ga te , w h ile  M o n g la  is not.

C hina a lso  d o e s  not reco g n ize  the M o n g la  gate at an o ffic ia l ch eck p o in t, but for  
d ifferen t reasons. C hina did so  b ecau se  it sou gh t to d ecrease  the am ount o f  gam b lin g  and  
other a c tiv itie s  that w ere occu rrin g in the area. In 2 0 0 3 , C hina launched  a cam paign  to  
com b at H IV /A ID S , drugs, and gam b lin g  p rob lem s, as the three are o ften  related. For 
e c o n o m ic  reason s, C hina w o u ld  like to see  this b eco m e  an o ffic ia l ch eck p o in t, but this is not 
currently p o ss ib le  as further talks are required w ith  M yanm ar to w ork  ou t the lo g istic s .

C h in a ’s m o tiv a tion s and M yan m ar’s m otiv a tion s corresp on d ed  w e ll in th is area o f  
com b atin g  illeg a l and d an gerou s activ itie s , as M yanm ar w a s a lso  lo o k in g  to  take p ow er away 
from  drug lords in the reg ion . C hina cut o f f  its fin an cia l and fa c ility  support to  d ifferent 
m inority , cea se fire  groups in the nearby tow n s in h op es o f  d ecreasin g  rates o f  prostitution, 
drug u se , and ga m b lin g . H o w ev er , K u en sa i, ed itor o f  T h e Shan H erald A g e n c y  for N e w s  
(S .H .A .N .) , ex p la in s that in reality , C hina m ade a deal w ith  M yanm ar. C hina w a s lo ok in g  to 
exp an d  its transportation  route to M ae Sai, T hailand , but M yan m ar w a s  not h e lp in g  to 
facilita te  th is b eca u se  M yanm ar w a s lo ok in g  to h ave M o n g la  be en tire ly  under their control. 
If  it w a s not, M yanm ar cou ld  not a llo w  C hina to trade freely . T h u s, to  im prove ea se  o f  
trading (and not to  d ecrease  so c ia l p rob lem s) did C hina cut o f f  its h elp  to M o n g la  m inority  
grou p s, thereby g iv in g  m ore p ow er and control to M yanm ar. T h e p lan  is to  d ev e lo p  the  
im portance and e ffe c t iv e n e ss  o f  M o n g la  as a trade link. T hus, C h ina  cut o f f  its support o f  
m in ority  groups in the area to ga in  favor w ith  the M yanm ar g o vern m en t w h ich  w ou ld  lead to  
su b seq u en t in crease  in e a se  o f  trade for C hina not o n ly  at M o n g la , but all the w a y  through to

T a ch ilek  -  M ae S a i.20 21
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20 Interview with Vice President of Mongla. Conducted during the Thai Ministry of Commerce on an 
official visit to Tachilek regarding a “consultation to agree on how to use the road.” 18 March 2005.

21 Interview with Jaiyen.
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3.2. Affects of road construction on import and export values

T o ex a m in e  exp ort and im port va lu es and h o w  they  h ave b een  a ffected  by the road’s 
con stru ction , it is n ecessa ry  to exa m in e  the trade a ctiv ities  at g a tew a y s  b etw een  the three 
cou n tries (C h in a , M yanm ar, and T h ailand ). D u e to lim ited  in form ation  and d ifficu ltie s  in 
gettin g  reliab le  in form ation  regarding the D a lu o , C hina ch eck p o in t into M yanm ar, the 
researcher fo c u se d  on  products en terin g M yanm ar at the M ae Sai, T hailand  ch eck p oin t.

In 2 0 0 4 , the total trade va lu e  at M ae Sai ch eck p oin t w a s 2 .4 1 3  b illio n  B aht w h ich  
in clud ed  4 9 8 .3 9  m illio n  B aht in im ports and 1 .915 b illion  B aht in exp orts. T h e im port 
v o lu m e  w a s up 8 5 .2  m illio n  B aht from  2 0 0 3 ; exp orts w ere a lso  up 1 .564  b illio n  B aht from  
2 0 0 3 .

Graph 5: Import and export trade volume at Mae Sai (1996 - 2004)22

T h ese  sta tistic s illustrate that after the road’s con stru ction  w a s  co m p le te  in 2 0 0 4 , 
there w a s a s ig n ifica n t in crease in trade. O n e o f  the reason s for th is in creasin g  m ay be due to  
the increased  num ber o f  fabrics that w ere im ported; p rev io u sly , th ese  fabrics w ere  
transported u sin g  the M ek o n g  R iver.

22 Mae Sai Immigration Office, Thailand.
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Products imported and exported at the Mae Sai checkpoint
Im ports from  M ae Sai in clud e o il, rubber sh eets, rubber tires, cem en t, te lep h on e cards, 

p h am aceu tica l p rod u cts, veg eta b le  o il, rolled  iron, and lubricating o il. E xports to M ae Sai 
in clu d e fabrics, ru b ies, live  b u ffa lo es  and cattle, garlic, tree bark, w in e , p ack ages o f  
dehydrated  fruit, f lo w er  buds, and dried tea.

Table 3: Import and export products at Mae Sai (2004)23

Rank Imports Value (Baht) Exports Value (Baht)
1 F abrics 1 4 0 ,0 6 7 ,9 8 3 .9 3 O il 3 5 0 ,3 0 6 ,0 8 5 .6 9
2 R u b ies 6 7 ,2 1 6 ,2 5 1 .0 0 Rubber sh eets 2 0 9 ,9 8 5 ,9 9 3 .0 4

3
L iv e  b u ffa lo es  &  
cattle

3 2 ,2 9 9 ,7 0 0 .0 0 R ubber tires 1 5 8 ,6 2 9 ,6 0 3 .0 0

4 G arlic 2 5 ,7 3 2 ,0 5 5 .0 0 C em ent 9 8 ,0 5 2 ,5 7 8 .3 8
5 T ree bark 2 4 ,7 3 2 ,0 5 5 .0 0 T elep h o n e cards 9 6 ,3 6 7 ,0 6 2 .5 0

6 W in e 1 0 ,2 5 3 ,7 7 6 .0 0
P h am aceu tica l
products

6 8 ,9 0 3 ,4 7 5 .8 3

7
P a ck a g es  o f  
d eh yd rated  fruit

4 ,5 3 1 ,6 1 1 .5 0 V eg eta b le  o il 5 7 ,1 4 3 ,0 5 5 .0 0

8 F lo w er  buds 2 ,1 0 8 ,7 5 0 .0 0 R o lled  iron 4 5 ,1 3 6 ,7 3 6 .8 0
9 D ried  tea 2 ,0 7 7 ,4 7 5 .0 0 L ubricating o il 3 3 ,7 2 9 ,5 6 4 .2 0
10 O ther 1 8 9 ,1 8 2 ,6 8 7 .4 7 O ther 7 9 7 ,1 6 6 ,8 4 3 .1 6

Total Imports 498,388,199.90 Total Exports 1,915,420,997.60

W ith regard to the E co n o m ic  Q uadrangle, it is im portant to ex a m in e  the prim ary  
o b jec tiv e  for con stru ctin g  the road w h ich  w as to facilita te  trade b e tw een  C hina and T hailand, 
and to look  at the ex ten t to w h ich  the road is actu ally  b ein g  u sed  for th is purpose.

In lo o k in g  at the im port and export sta tistics from  the M ae Sai ch eck p o in t, the  
in form ation  d o e s  not sp e c ify  w h ere the products orig inated . It is d ifficu lt  to d eterm ine the 
p recise  origin  o f  p roducts b ecau se im ports pay taxes on all g o o d s , regard less o f  their orig in . 
M a n oo  T h ien g th am , a M ae Sai cu sto m s o ffic ia l, indicated  that he n oticed  m any o f  the

23 Mae Sai Immigration Office, Thailand.



products w h ich  w ere im ported  to T hailand at the M ae Sai ch eck p o in t w ere  from  M yanm ar, 
rather than C hina. A cc o rd in g  to T hiengtham , it is o n ly  fabrics and p a ck a g es  o f  dehydrated  
fruit w h ich  c o m e  from  C hina. C h ooch ai U d o m p h o ch , c h e if  o f  M ae Sai cu stom s o ffice , 
indicated  that “there are variou s M yanm ar products w h ich  are im ported  into T hailand at M ae  
Sai. T h ese  p rod u cts o f  M yanm ar are cheaper than C h in ese  products. C h ine products are 
m ore e x p e n s iv e  and acco u n t for 29%  o f  all im ports rece iv ed  at M a e  S a i.” E xports to China  
from  T h ailand  (m a in ly  rubber sh eets), on the other hand, accou n t for ju s t  10.9%  o f  total 
exp orts from  M ae Sai.

A cc o r d in g  to B u s in ess  W eek  N e w s  A g e n c y , fabrics im ported  at the M ae Sai 
ch eck p o in t do n ot c o m e  from  M o n g la  v ia  the road. R ather, th ey  are transported b y boat 
a lon g the M ek o n g  R iv er  for m uch  o f  the w ay . A t the B aan  P on g  Port, 15 k ilo m eters  from  the  
C hiang S aen  border p oin t on  the river, the fabrics are then  transferred to truck  and cross into  
T hailand at the T a ch ilek  -  M ae Sai ch eck p oin t. T h e reason for m ak in g  th is  sw itch  from  river 
to road is p u rely  fin an cia l. I f  cro ss in g  at the C h ian g  S aen  river p o in t, ta x e s  are 30%  m ore 
than c ro ss in g  at the T a ch ilek  -  M ae Sai land p o in t.24

T h u s, C h in ese  p roducts su ch  as fabrics d o n ot travel by the road for  m u ch  o f  the tim e. 
T hailand a lso  d o es  not u se  the road m uch, as reflected  in the lo w er  am ou n t o f  trucks entering  
M yanm ar a fter the road w a s com p leted .
Graph 6: Thai trucks entering Myanmar (Jan. 2004 - Apr. 2005)25
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25 Field observation. 17-18 March 2005.

'siness W eek , (19 November 2004).



W h ile  the T a ch ilek  -  K en g  T ung -  M o n g la  road w a s co m p le ted  at the end o f  2 0 0 3 , 
there w ere no T hai trucks u sin g  the full len gth  o f  the road; m ost p rod u cts w ere on ly  sent as 
far as K en g T u n g . It w a s  o n ly  are the o ffic ia l grand op en in g  o f  the road on 1 July 2 0 0 4  that 
the first T hai truck w a s a llo w ed  to transport g o o d s  from  T hailand  all the w a y  to C hina. Mr. 
Pinij Jarusom bat, D ep u ty  Prim e M in isters and M rs. S aluai, deputy o f  the Im port and E xport 
D epartm ent in X ib so n g b a n n a , C hina, presid ed  over  this o p en in g  c e r e m o n y .26 27

H o w ev er , e v e n  after b e in g  form ally  op en ed , there are v ery  fe w  Thai trucks w h ich  
m ake the trip a ll the w a y  to M o n gla . In fact, an exam in ation  o f  the chart a b o ve  sh o w s that 
the num ber o f  T hai trucks u sin g  the road has in fact d ecreased  ov era ll.

T an om sak  in d ica ted  that “sin ce  the road con stru ction  w a s  co m p le ted , there are on ly

about ten T hai trucks u sin g  the road.”^7 T h e road is not a d esirab le  transport route as there 
are still d if f ic u ltie s  in u sin g  the road, particu larly due to the lack  o f  clear, international 
regu lation s regard in g u se  o f  the road.

T h u s, e v e n  th o u gh  the road is p h y s ic a lly  read for u se , fe w  v e h ic le s  actu a lly  u se  the 
road for a variety  o f  reason s. It w ill be im portant to understand th e se  reason s for not u sin g  
the road, e sp e c ia lly  w h en  con sid er in g  the a ffe c ts  this has on e c o n o m ic  coo p eration  w ith in  the  
E co n o m ic  Q u ad ran gle.

A s  part o f  th is  study, traders from  C h ian g Rai p rov in ce in northern T hailand w ere  
in terv iew ed , a lo n g  w ith  a representative from  the local C ham ber o f  C o m m erce  and o ffic ia ls  
at the T hai M ae S ai cu sto m s o ff ic e  to gather m ore deta ils regarding w h y  the road is so  under­
utilized .
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26 “Open 400 kilometer Chinese-Thai road (via Myanmar).”
27 Interview with Tanomsak Sereechaiyasawat, 23 June 2005.
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3 .3 . T r a d e  a n d  tr a n s p o r ta t io n  p r o b le m s
3 .3 .1 . H ig h  c o s t  ( ta x e s  a n d  c h e c k p o in t  fees)

A critica l p rob lem  w hich  h inders road use is the high overall cost o f  transporting  
goods. A g roup  o f  C h iang  Rai businessm en from  the C hiang R ai C h am b er o f  C om m erce 
C om m ittee28 w ho trade a long  this road indicated that the high cost o f  transpo rt is the m ost 
im portant fac to r fo r no t using  the road.

It costs app rox im ate ly  40 ,000  -  60,000 B aht per truck  per trip  carry ing  ten tons o f  
p roduct using M yanm ar trucks, w hich  is 4 ,000 -  6,000 B aht per to n .29 T his is anyw here 
from  four to six  tim es m ore  expensive  than using a truck to transpo rt goods from  B angkok to 
C hinag  R ai30

T ransporting  a long  the  M ekong R iver by boat costs sign ifican tly  less at about 1,200 
B aht per ton. A n 80 ton  ship  traveling  from  M ay -  D ecem ber costs ju s t  96 ,000  B aht per trip. 
In addition , tran sp o rtin g  v ia the sea (L am  -  C ha -  B ang) costs ju s t  21 ,500  B ah t (U S$500) per 
con ta iner w h ich  is very  inexpensive.

T hus, the T ach ilek  -  K eng T ung  -  M ongla  road is three to four tim es m ore expensive 
as transporting  the  sam e am ount o f  good via the M ekong R iver. O ne o f  reasons for this 
m uch  h igher cost is because  o f  the m any fees at the various checkpo in ts a long  the road. It is 
necessary  to  pay  th ree  types o f  fees at these checkpoints: 1) taxes on  the  p roduct being 
transported ; 2) taxes on th e  vehicle; and, 3) taxes for the passenger and driver.

3 .3 .1 .1 . T r a n s it  ta x e s  fo r  p r o d u c ts
The C hiang  R ai C ham ber o f  C om m erce C om m ittee (C C C ) ind icated  that “the transit 

tax  collected  a long  the road is 5%  o f  the product value. This is considered  a very  high tax  for 
sim ply  passing  th rough  a checkpoin t. M oreover, w hen entering  M ongla , trucks need to pay 
1-2%  m ore [on top  o f  the a lready high 5% ].” C hoochai, c h e if  o f  the T hai M ae Sai custom s 
office, said tha t “ there are a total o f  seven tax -co llecting  checkpo in ts. A t each checkpoin t, 
anyw here  from  5 -  7 .5%  o f  the p roduct value m ust be paid .”

28 Interview with Chiang Rai Chamber of Comerce Committee, 25 May 2005.
29 Paper from the Thai Department of Foreign Trade, Ministry of Commerce, Kungming official visit, 

(unpublished manuscript), 2005, p.7.
30 Interview with Chuchai Udompote, Cheif of Thai Mae Sai Customs Office, 25 May 2005.



In an in terv iew  w ith the governo r o f  T ach ilek  on his official v is it to  the M inistry  o f  
C om m erce d u rin g  7 - 2 1  M arch  2005 in T achilek , he m entioned  that the  transit tax  for using 
the road is 5%  o f  the p ro d u c t’s value. 2.5%  o f  th is goes to the  custom s office  and the other 
2 .5%  goes to  the  M in istry  o f  C om m erce. He also indicated that the  M yanm ar governm ent 
co llects th is 5%  tax  only  at T ach ilek , and not at o th er checkpoin ts. O ne T hai official stated in 
an in terv iew , w hen  Thai au thority  requested for M yanm ar to reduce  the  tax, M yanm ar 
refused say ing  th ey  had in itia lly  in tended set the rate at 10%. T hus, th ey  v iew  the 5 %  as 
being very  reaso n ab le .31

H ow ever, taxes m ust a lso  be paid w hen en tering  M ongla. T he V ice P residen t o f  
M ongla said  in an  in terv iew  that a transit fee o f  2%  m ust be paid  for co n su m er products, 1% 
for agricu tu ral p roducts, 1% for m ateria l products, and  2%  for all o ther ty p es o f  products.

3 .3 .1 .2 . T r a n s it  ta x  fo r  v e h ic le s
In ad d itio n  to  p roduct tax , there is also a tax  for the  veh ic les them selves. Thai 

veh ic les c rossing  into M yanm ar m ust pay a veh icle  tax  or bo rder pass fee at the T achilek  
checkpoin t. T h ese  border passes cost U S$30 for a sm all car (4 seats), U S $50  for a m edium  
car ( 5 - 8  seats), and  U S$100 for a large car (m ore than  20 seats).

In add ition , w hen  en tering  M ongla, there is ano ther fee for veh ic les. The vehicle tax 
at the  M ong la  checkpo in t are as fo llow s: 200 Y uan fo r 10-w heel trucks, 200 Y uan for cars 
that con ta in  gas 80 Y uan for regu lar 4 -w heel cars, 5 Y uan for m otorcycles, and 40 Y uan for 
vans or to u r buses. For Thai gas cars w eighing less than  4 ,000  tons, the fee is 16.68 Y uan 
per ton  per veh ic le  and 5.68 Y uan  per ton for ever ton  over 4 ,000.

3 .3 .1 .3 . T r a n s it  T a x  fo r  p a sse n g e r s  a n d  d r iv e r s
In add ition  to  p roduct and veh ic le  taxes, there  is also  a tax  for each  person. A t the 

T ach ilek  ch eckpo in t, the d river and any passengers m uch pay  U S $10  per person to  be 
allow ed en try  into M yanm ar.

W hen en tering  M yanm ar at M ongla, the fee is 36 Y uan per person; w hen entering 
C hina from  M ongla , the fee is 17 yuan per person. For C hinese  people  crossing  at M ongla,
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there is a special fee— 53 Y uan per person. O nce this fee has been paid , people do not need 
to pay any type o f  v is ito r’s or tou ris t fees at any sites in M ongla.

T hus, the  taxes for p roducts, vehicles, and passengers -  d rivers m ake trade difficult 
and costly . It is also  im portant to keep in m ind that these  official costs do no t include the 
fees charged  at the illegal checkpoin ts a long the road.

In the  in terv iew  w ith  the C hiang  Rai C ham ber o f  C om m erce C om m ittee, the 
fo llow ing  tw o  po in ts are the p rim ary  reasons for the h igh cost o f  using  the road:

1. T here  are m any d ifferen t au thority  groups in the area and each group co llects its ow n 
fee; these  fees add up qu ick ly . There are 6 -  7 o f  these unoffic ia l checkpoin ts w hich 
co llec t th ese  additional fees.

2. T here  is a m onopoly  w hich  contro ls transporta tion  in M yanm ar (bo th  im port and 
export) w h ich  allow s them  to set high service charges.

3 .3 .2 . U n c e r ta in  a n d  u n c le a r  r e g u la t io n s
A  rep o rt from  the Thai M ae Sai custom s office  m entions tha t after the change in 

leaders o f  the  M yanm ar pow er in O ctober 2004, there w ere  also changes in the s ta ff  at the 
border o ffices. In addition , there  w ere changes in the  rules and regu lations regarding 
im porting  and  exporting  w hich w ere  m ore com plicated  and difficu lt. T hese  changes led to 
low er vo lum es o f  p roducts being  im ported  into T hailand  from  M yanm ar at the M ae Sai 
ch eckpo in t.32 E xports w ere also im pacted. It w as reported  in a B angkok  business new spaper 
that after these  new  rules w ere enacted  in M yanm ar, the  to tal vo lum e o f  T hai exports w ere 
dow n by 40%  w hen  com pared  w ith  2003. C hinese p roducts, on the o th er hand, continued to 
en joy  ra ther seam less facilita tion  o f  the ir entry into M y an m ar.33

C hiang  R ai C ham ber o f  C om m erce C om m ittee m em bers34 w ho regu larly  trade along 
this road a lso  m entioned  the prob lem  o f  uncertain  regulations. “ M yanm ar often  closes its 
border w ithou t any notice. S om etim es, if  there is any strange m ovem ent in M yanm ar, the 
border w ill be closed. For exam ple, w hen there w as a bom b in Y angon, it c losed . I f  there is

32 Thai Mae Sai Customs Office half-year report (unpublished), May 2005.
33 “The report of China destroying Thai’s dream of being Mekong transportation center,” B angkok  

B u sin ess  D a ily, (18 April 2005).
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a v isit from  a M y an m ar governm ent leader to T achilek , it w ill c lose  as w e ll.. .  So it’s not 
only w hen  there are  prob lem s that it c loses. They also close it d u rin g  official v is its ... In 
addition , last y ear the  M yanm ar governm ent confiscated  all illega lly  licensed cars (m eaning  
any cars w hich  w ere  no t bought in Y angon and did not have a Y angon  license place). So 
m ost o f  the cars w ere  seized and there are only  a few  left. B u t the  cars belonging  to the 
H ong P ang  C o m p an y  w ere no t se ized .” T hese are all exam ples o f  the uncerta in ty  w hich are 
com m on in M y an m ar and directly  affect trade.

W anlop  L ao -U dom traku l, the sh ipp ing  o f  Petro leum  A u th o rity  o f  T hailand  (PT T ) 
patrol also  illu stra tes this p rob lem  w ith  uncerta in  rule and regu la tions. “M yanm ar has 
strange rules. F o r exam ple , w hen transporting  products to  M y an m ar you m ust get the 
signature from  the  h ig h est ranking official a t the border office. I f  he is no t in the office, you 
have no choice  bu t to  w ait until he re turns, no m atter how  long it takes. T here  is no o ther 
person  w ho is ab le  to  sign  in his place. I f  you do no t have his s ignatu re , your veh icle  w ill no t

be allow ed to  p ass .” '5'5

B ecause o f  th ese  prob lem s, som e T hai exporters do no t use the  road at all. Sai A ung 
M in, S en ior C o -o rd in a to r o f  M yanm ar P ro ject, C hareon P okphand(C P ) w ho studies the 
situation  o f  tran sp o rtin g  products from  T hailand  to C hina a long  th is  road, since it is fairly  
new. H e co n c lu d ed  tha t it w as no t advan tageous for T hai expo rte rs  to  use the road. 
A cco rd ing  to th is  expert, “the m ain  prob lem  w ith using th is road  is th a t gates are closed  at 
random  by the M y an m ar governm ent. It is com m on for T hai exporters to have fixed 
appo in tm ents w ith  d istribu to rs in C hina to  send products, bu t the  gates in M yanm ar w ere 
closed w ithou t no tice . A s a result, p roducts cannot be transported . T h is d isrup ts trade and
causes m any p rob lem s, particu larly  for fresh  fru its and vegetab les. U nexpected  gate closures

3 6m ean tha t som e p ro d u c ts  w ill spo il.” 34 35 36
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23 May 2005.
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3 .3 .3 . L a c k  o f  c o n tr o ls

In add ition  to  uncerta in  regula tions by the M yanm ar governm en t, m uch o f  the area is 
not under the full co n tro l o f  the M yanm ar governm ent. T here have been  cases o f  fighting, 
theft, and band itry  a lo n g  the road.

A cco rd ing  to  docum en ta tion  from  the T hai M ae Sai custom s o ffice , in the sum m er o f  
2004, the M y an m ar governm en t e rad icated  the m inority  g roups a lo n g  the  T hailand -  
M yanm ar border, e sp ec ia lly  in areas across from  the border p rov inces o f  C haing  M ai, C hiang 
Rai and M ae H o n g  Son in T hailand . T his erad ication  p rocess invo lved  m any bom bings in 
C hiang R ad and  im porters  fears fo r the safety  o f  there products. T hus, im port o rders w ere 
sign ifican tly  low er a t tha t tim e .37

T he T ipco  A sp h a lt C om pany experiences a very d ifficu lt s itua tion  w hen  transporting  
the ir goods at th a t tim e . O ne o f  the ir trucks w as burned and the d rivers w ere  k illed  a long the 
T ach ilek  -  K eng  T u n g  section  o f  the road. T he T ipco C om pany w as no t able to  m ake any 
claim s or req u est restitu tio n  for the ir losses because they  had no t h ired  M yanm ar sold iers to 
p ro tect th em .38

A n o th er p ro b lem  occurred  on 22 M ay 2003 w hen  tw o tru ck s  from  T hailand  w ere 
a ttacked a long  the road . T his occurred  ju s t  25 k ilom eters from  T hai border. In this case, 
there w ere M y an m ar so ld iers w ho had accom panied  the trucks to  p ro tec t them . D espite  this, 
after th ree  hours o f  figh ting , one M ynam ar so ld ier and tw o T hai d rivers w ere killed.

G eneral P an lo p  P inm anee, D eputy  D irecto r o f  the In ternal S ecurity  O perations 
C om m and, said  tha t M yanm ar claim ed tha t th is a ttack  on the T hai tru ck s  w as carried  out by 
the W a group  tha t w as figh ting  against the M yanm ar governm ent. L ike ly  reasons for these 
incidences are tha t the  M yanm ar governm ent took  control o f  m any W a businesses, including 
the M ay flo w er B ank . In addition , the W a w ere  no longer a llow ed  to  con tinue w ith  m any 
business co n cessio n s they  had prev iously  en joyed . This led to ang ry  revenge a ttacks by the 
W a on the  M y an m ar governm ent. T hey did no t intend to  target T hai tru ck s .39 T he M yanm ar

37 Thai Mae Sai Customs Office annual report (unpublished), 2004.
38 Interview with Lao-Udomtrakul.
39“Hot situation in Myanmar: Thai cars bombed and 3 killed, but Yod Suek denies the action,” 

M a tich o n , (23 May 2003).



governm ent also  repo rted  that this case w as no t related  to  T hailand  or T hai trucks. The 
situation  did serve to  d e ter m any T hais from  using the road further.

A ll o f  the  above reflect the uncerta in ty  o f  regulations and situations w hich have led to 
a lack o f  con fidence  in traders to use the road.

A ccord ing  to the ed ito r o f  Shan H erald A gency  for N ew s (S .H .A .N .)40, a long  the 
T ach ilek  -  K eng  T u n g  section  o f  the road, the m ost pow erfu l g roup  is the M yanm ar troops, 
fo llow ed by the  local m ilitia , then  the  W a and the Shan S tate A rm y- South (SS A -S ). H e 
fu rther m en tioned  th a t the  reason w hy  the W a do no t have m uch  p ow er in the  area tha t “ it is 
no t a W a area .”

In add ition  to p rob lem s w ith  m inority  g roups, there  is also an  issue in th a t the
M yanm ar govern m en t has little con tro l over its troops. M yanm ar sold iers receive very  low
salaries and lim ited  tra in ing , w eapons, and c lo th ing. T hus, m any so ld iers m ust find 
a lternative  m eans o f  supporting  them selves. “A fter K hin  N yun t, the situation  has go tten  
w orse. D uring the  K hin  N yun t period  there w ere  m any sou rces o f  incom e, bu t n o w  the 
governm ent is no t good  at find ing  incom e. So sold iers m ust find  th e ir  ow n incom es.”

This lack  o f  con tro l over its troops is a critical issue fo r the M yanm ar governm ent 
w hich  has affects on trade. T he governm ent is sim ply  unable to  contro l the ir so ld iers o r  their 
actions. A cco rd ing  to  K huesai, in A ugust 2005 a governm ent so ld ier figh ting  against the 
SSA -S not far from  the road on the w ay  to T alerh), asked a v illager fo r in form ation  abou t the 
SSA -S arm y. W hen the v illager den ied  know ing anyth ing , the  so ld ier took  a young  girl (14 -  
15 years old) and  raped. T his exam ple  show s the ex ten t o f  p o w er and lack o f  con tro l over 
M yanm ar so ld iers in the area. It is not surprising , then , tha t there  are m any illegal
checkpoin ts a long  the road, som e o f  w hich reported ly  are under the contro l o f  M yanm ar
soldiers.
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3.4. Products and road use
3.4.1. Appropriate products

W h ile  it is m ore e x p e n s iv e  to u se the road to d e liver  p roducts b etw een  T hailand and  
C h ina w h en  com p ared  w ith  u sin g  the M ek o n g  R iver or the ocea n , there are som e products 
that are m ore su itab ly  d e liv ered  v ia  the road.

S m a l l  a m o u n t  o f  p r o d u c t s

W hen d e liv er in g  v ia  boat, cu stom ers m u st pay for the entire 8 0  ton s w h ich  c o sts  
9 6 ,0 0 0  B aht, regard less o f  the s iz e  o f  their sh ip m en t. For sh ip m en ts under 80  ton s, it is m ore  
c o st  e f fe c t iv e  to transfer th em  v ia  the road at a c o st  o f  4 0 ,0 0 0  -  6 0 ,0 0 0  B aht per truck per  
trip.41 T h e ow n er  o f  an e lec tr ic  shop  in M ae Sai m arket w h o  orders p rod u cts d irectly  from  
C h ina ind icated  that “ so m e tim e s  he rece iv es  p roducts v ia  truck i f  th ey  n eed  a sm all am ou nt  
and there is no rush on  the ord er.” H o w ev er , he said  this occu rs le s s  and le ss  o ften  as the  
c o st o f  transporting by truck  is le ss  profitab le.

R o a d  i s  a d e q u a t e  f o r  i m m e d i a t e  n e e d s

U sin g  the T a ch ilek  -  K en g  T ung sec tio n  o f  the road still w o rk s  w e ll in d e liver in g  
p rod u cts w h ich  n eed  to be transported q u ick ly . T h is sec tio n  o f  th e  road m ak es for fast  
d e liv ery  b ecau se  it tak es ju s t  e ig h t to  ten to d e liv er ,42 w h ereas it tak es ab ou t on e  to tw o  d ay s  
to m ak e th is sam e trip v ia  the river w h ich  can ca u se  fresh  products to  d e c a y  or sp oil.

L i g h t  p r o d u c t s

V e h ic le  ta x es  are b ased  on  w eig h t. T h erefore , i f  the p rod u ct to be sh ipped  is 
re la tiv e ly  light, d e liv ery  b y road is m uch cheaper. O ne o f  the drivers in K en g  T ung said , 
“ W hen travelin g  from  K en g  T u n g to M o n g la  b y car, the driver w ill  b e  stopped  so  that the  
con ten ts o f  h is  v e h ic le  m ay  b e w e ig h ed . I f  it is a ligh t load  then the drivers do not h ave to  
pay the tax m u ch , but i f  it is h ea v y  the driver m ust p ay  an e x p e n s iv e  ta x .”43

41 Paper from Thai Department of Foreign Trade, p.7.
42 “บทfourished of Chiang Rai-Keng Tung-Chiang Rung road : the cost still high,” T h ansethakij, (27

October 2004).
43 Interview with Myanmar pick-up driver, 25 June 2005.
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W h e n  t h e  w a t e r  l e v e l  i s  l o w

A n oth er p rob lem  in sh ip p in g  a lon g  the M ek o n g  R iver is the lo w  w ater lev e ls  from  
January to A pril. T h e lo w  w ater lev e ls  cau se  prob lem s w ith  sh ip p in g  b eca u se  the boats can  
no lon ger  travel a lo n g  the usual path. In 2 0 0 4 , there w ere seriou s p rob lem s w ith  sh ip p in g  
a lo n g  the M ek o n g . W ater le v e ls  b egan  dropping early in D ec em b er  lea v in g  m an y large boats 
trapped on  sand bars at the m outh  o f  the river. T he am ou nt o f  p rod u cts d e livered  v ia  boat 
that year d ecreased  by a lm ost fifty  percent; loca l b u sin ess  o w n ers said  that the so lu tio n  for 
this is, “ so m eth in g  w e  can n ot avo id — w e  have to travel by land in stead . W e had a b ig  
p rob lem  last year w h en  w e  cou ld  not ship  any o f  the p roducts for ten  d ay s, stop p in g  b u sin ess. 
S o w e  had to then  u se  trucks, w h ich  m ade the price for d e liv ery  in crease  tw o  or three t im es .”

1.4.2. Delivery with specialized vehicles
A n oth er  typ e  o f  v e h ic le  w h ich  o ften  n eed s to take th is route is the sp ec ia l v e h ic le s  

w h ich  d e liv er  c o m m o d itie s  su ch  as o il or gas. T h e C h in ese  g o vern m en t s ig n ed  a contract 
w ith  P T T  (T h ai G as C om p an y) to buy gas from  T hailand . C urrently the gas is sen t to a PTT  
ga s sta tion  at the C h in ese  border in M on gla .

T h e ga s trucks h ave  to take the T a ch ilek  route b eca u se  th is  typ e  o f  product is 
sen sit iv e  to fire and requires a sp ec ia l typ e o f  truck for d e liv ery . M r. W an lo b , the im porting  
m anager for P T T , said  that, “T h e truth is that it is p o ss ib le  to  d e liv è ’r gas b y boat but it takes  
to o  lo n g  and transferring gas can  be very  d an gerou s, as it is  hard to p red ict the con d ition  o f  
the b oa t.”44 T h erefore  there are an in creasin g  num ber o f  P T T  trucks u sin g  the road to cross  
M yanm ar.

In addition  to gas trucks, there is another typ e o f  sp ec ia l truck  w h ich  is used  for 
carrying fresh  p roducts ca lled  con ta iner cars. T ransporting b y road is m uch faster than  
transporting by boat a lo n g  the M ek o n g  R iver. A lso , p roducts are not handled  too m uch  
(e x c e s s iv e  transferring o f  products m ay a lso  d am age the g o o d s  i f  v eg e ta b le s  and fruit are 
b ein g  transported). T h erefore , u sin g  th ese  con tainer cars is n ecessa ry  for international 
b u sin ess  ow n ers in transferring m ore sen sitiv e  fresh  product. T h e H o n g  S h en  C om p an y from  
C hina, has already used  th ese  con tainers for d e liv ery  p u rp oses and b een  ab le to su cce ss fu lly  
so lv e  the in co n v en ien t prob lem  o f  sh ip p in g  by boat.

44 Interview with Lao-Udomtrakul.



M r. Y a n Y a w n g  P huangrach, D ep u ty  P erm anent Secretary w ith  the T hailand M inistry  
o f  C o m m erce  ind icated  that H on g  S hen  C om p an y ow n ed  thirteen  con ta in ers. E igh t o f  these  
con tainers w ere  4 0  fee t lo n g  and f iv e  w ere 25 fee t lo n g .45 S o m e  o f  the con tainers have  
already been  u sed  a lo n g  the T a ch ilek  -  K en g  T ung -  M o n g la  route.

3.4.3. Products sent to M yanmar
T h e road is not the preferred trade route to C hina, but T hailand  d o es use it to 

frequ en tly  transport p roducts to M yanm ar. A  m em b er o f  the C h ian g Rai C ham ber o f  
C om m erce  C o m m ittee  sp ok e about the im portance o f  the road w h en  he said , “T h is road is 
the m ain road for d istrib u tin g  products to M andalay and Y a n g o n .” In the past, there w ere ten  
to tw en ty  1 0 -w h ee l trucks on  the road every  day. “T h is road p a sses  into central M yanm ar  
(M an d alay ) through  th is ga te  and is qu ick er than any other route. It tak es a v ery  lon g  tim e to 
travel to central areas o f  o f  M yanm ar through M y a w a d d i.”46

T hus, it is u nderstandable w h y  m an y T hai b u sin essm en  w ere  eag er  and su p portive o f  
the road b e in g  b u ilt b e tw een  K en g  T ung and T au n ggy . T here is a large m arket for Thai 
products su ch  as m e d ic in e , tires, p la stic  and sandals in M yanm ar; i f  there w a s  not a sim p le  
m ethod  for im p ortin g T hai g o o d s  into the M yanm ar m arket, th ese  m arkets w o u ld  con tin u e to  
be con tro lled  b y  C h in ese  and loca l g o o d s .

T he en cou ra gem en t from  T hailand  for the co m p letio n  o f  the road w a s m uch m ore  
p rom inent during the tim e in w h ich  T h ak sin  Shinaw atra has b een  P rim e M in ister. T hailand  
has g iv e n  the M yanm ar govern m en t a loan o f  s ix  m illio n  B aht to be u sed  to in itiate increased  
im port and exp ort trade b etw een  T hailand and T au n ggy . T h e P rim e M in ister  has a p o licy  to  
support trade a lo n g  the M ek o n g  R iver.47

H o w ev er , M r.B oon tam , V ic e  P resident o f  the C h ian g R ai C ham ber o f  C om m erce, 
said  that s in ce  the ch an ge in the Prim e M in ister  o f  M yanm ar th is project has been  
d isco n tin u ed . S o m e  b u sin essm en  said , “K hin  N y u n t’s p ow er w a s  taken from  him  and in the  
p rocess  the b u d get and m o n ey  for th is project have g o n e  m iss in g .” T h e project rem ains on
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45 Interview with representative of Hong Shen Company, Xibsongbanna, China, on official visit to 
Tachilek regarding a “consultation to agree on how to use the road,” 19 March 2005.

46 Interview with Chiang Rai Chamber of Commerce Committee.
47 “Kasikom releases research on Myanmar politics changes,” S ia m  R ath , (24 October 2004).



hold and T hai traders con tin u e  to ex p erien ce  prob lem s in fac ilita tin g  e c o n o m ic  activ itie s  in 
M yanm ar.

For the C h in ese  b rin gin g  their products into M yanm ar, the road is n ot a priority. The  
C h in ese  are m ore ea g er  to u se  the road to the w e st  o f  Y unnan  to M u se; th is  leads to L ash io  
and then  on  to M an d alay . In th is case , the road con n ects  the C h in ese  border to the M yanm ar  
border in M o n g la  and on  to M u se . T h e road w h ich  the C h in ese  b u ilt in M o n g la  is a tw o  lane 
road, but the road in M u se  is a m uch larger four lane road. It has b een  su g g ested  that the  
C h in ese  have ca re fu lly  p lan n ed  their strategy to increase b u sin ess  in the M yanm ar m arket 
through the M u se  route m ore so  than the M o n g la  route.

1.5. Trade Users
3.5.1. Thailand and China

It appears that T h ailand  and C h in a’s u tiliza tion  o f  the road is re la tiv e ly  lo w . T his is 
lik e ly  due to th e  m an y in c o n v e n ie n c e s  o f  u sage in clu d in g  asp ects su ch  as the h igh  c o st and  
p o litica l in stab ility . T h u s, o n ly  a sm all num ber Thai and ev e n  C h in ese  trucks u se  the road  
b etw een  T a ch ilek  and K en g  T ung. M r. T anom sak , P resid en t o f  T h ai-M yan m ar Cultural 
U n io n , m en tion ed  in a p erson a l in terv iew  that, “S in ce  the road has op en ed , there are still 
quite a lo w  n um ber o f  T hai v e h ic le s  (just ten trucks) that d e liver  g o o d s  into C h ina .” It is 
co stly  to  pay  fe e s  at each  ch eck p o in t. In addition , there is a transit quota on  the num ber o f  
drivers M yan m ar w ill a llo w  p a ssa g e , and so  Thai drivers m u st req u est to  be a part o f  th is  
transit quota from  the M yan m ar govern m en t. It is not easy  to g e t p erm issio n  as exporters 
m ust req u est p erm iss io n  to be includ ed  in the quota d irectly  from  the g o vern m en t in Y an gon . 
W alop , head o f  sh ip p in g  for PT T , ind icated  in an in terv iew  that “the [M yanm ar] govern m en t 
w ill not ap p rove you r req u est ev ery  tim e. T h ey  con sid er  the n e c e ss ity  o f  products to be 
transported ev er y  tim e. E ven  though  the products are not for sa le  in M yanm ar, the M yanm ar  
govern m en t fears that the p roducts m ay be so ld  a lon g  the w a y .” T h e d ifficu ltie s  o f  
req u estin g  to be in c lu d in g  in the transit quota are yet another set o f  p rob lem s to be ov ercom e  
b efore u sin g  the road.

M r. S u riyon  P iw n u an , a p o lic e  o fficer  at the M ae Sai im m igration  o ffic e  w h o  
m on itors in co m in g  cars, con firm ed  that “there are on ly  a fe w  trucks from  T hailand w h ich  
travel to  C hina . T h ese  are prim arily con stru ction  trucks or trucks for other typ es o f  projects  
in M yanm ar su ch  as o il trucks or trucks for m ining; th ese  trucks u su a lly  travel to K en g Tung.
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O n ly  large gas truck s, u su a lly  govern m en t trucks, travel to  M o n g la  o c c a s io n a lly , but not very  
o fte n .”48 T h erefore  it is ju s t  a very  sm all num ber o f  trucks w h ich  u se  the road for C h in ese  -  
T hai trans-border trade.

“C h ina a lso  has p rob lem s u sin g  this road,” said  the V ic e  P resid en t o f  X ish uan ban na  
P erfecture R e g io n  during an o ffic ia l v is it  o f  the M in istry  o f  C o m m erce  to Y unnan. Mr. 
T an om sak , w h o  has b een  trading w ith  C hina for d ecad es, exp la in ed  the p rob lem  that C hina  
has is “ C h ina a lso  n eed s to pay  m uch  at each  ch eck p oin t, so  th is  is a p rob lem  for C hina as 
w e ll .” M rs. S a lu a i, D ep u ty  for the Im port and Export D ep artm en t in X ib son gb an n a , C hina  
ind icated  during th e o p en in g  cerem on y  o f  the T a ch ilek  -  M o n g la  transportation  route that 
“there are tw o  m ain  C h in ese  d e livery  com p a n ies— the Sh in  Y a n g  C o m p an y  and the H on g  
S h en  co m p a n y ” w h o  w ill u se  th is road .49 A  rep resen tative o f  the H o n g  P ang C om pany  
m en tion ed  that, “T h ese  v e h ic le s  are m ain ly  used  during the su m m er sea so n . T here are about 
four to f iv e  freezer  con ta in ers per day co m in g  from  C hina on  su m m er sea so n . M o st o f  the  
C h in ese  con ta in ers carry v eg e ta b le s  and fruits. T h is is m o stly  during the sum m er, but it is 
not so  m u ch  du rin g th e rainy sea so n .” 50

T h e reason  for u s in g  the road so  m uch during the su m m er is b eca u se  at that tim e the  
M ek o n g  R iver  is very  lo w  and transporting by boat is d ifficu lt. T h u s, exp orters seek  other  
w a y s  o f  transporting their products. U s in g  th is road, h o w ev er , is a lso  p rob lem atic  and not a 
favorite  for C h ina . C hina u ses  the road on ly  in the transport o f  con ta in er  cars. C h in ese  
exporters still n eed  to pay  fe e s  at ch eck p o in ts  a lon g  the road w h ich  m ean  h igher transport 
c o sts  as w e ll. T h u s, C hina w ill u se  this road m uch o n ly  w h en  M ek o n g  R iver  is lo w .

3.5.2. M yanm ar Users: The Hong Pang Company
In an in terv ie w in g  w ith  the govern or o f  T a ch ilek  regard ing M yanm ar users, he 

ind icated  that “w e  h av e  found  the m ain  com p a n y  w h ich  u ses  the road is the H on g Pang  
C o m p a n y .” 51 H e further stated that “H on g  Pang is a private co m p a n y  w h ich  tak es care o f  
the entire rou te .” H o n g  Pang is the o n ly  com p an y  w h ich  d e liv ers  p rod u cts from  C hina to
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T hailand and from  T hailand  to C hina. M oreover, m ost o f  the T hai and C h in ese  im porters and 
exporters n eed  to u se  the serv ices  o f  H on g Pang.

Hong Pang’s control over road utilization
T h is p o ss ib le  s in c e  the H on g  Pang C om pany is the com p a n y  w h ich  actu ally  build  the  

road, thus it has m uch  authority and con trol over  h o w  it is u sed . In ad d ition , H on g  Pang  
operates its o w n  to llg a te s  w h ich  lo w ers the c o st o f  transport for their sh ip m en ts in that they  
do not h ave to pay  a fe e  at their o w n  gates. HP a lso  has an agreem en t and p erm ission  from  
the M yanm ar g o vern m en t to run transportation a ctiv ities . T h erefore H o n g  P ang takes care o f  
all the p rod u cts travelin g  a lo n g  this route, and it serves as the m ain  im porter o f  C h in ese  
products. T h u s, it can be su g g ested  that the M yanm ar go vern m en t has g iv e n  the H on g Pang  
C om p an y m uch  authority.

A d d itio n a lly , H o n g  Pang has m uch p ow er in th is reg ion  both e c o n o m ica lly  and  
m ilitarily . T h e H o n g  P an g C om p an y  b e lo n g s to the W a group  w h ich  m aintains a m ilitary  
battalion  (D iv is io n  171) in M o n g  Y aw n g; this to w n  is not far from  T a ch ilek . T herefore H on g  
Pang is ab le to  con tro l m o st th is area. E ven  th ou gh  the W a group recen tly  m o v ed  to the area 
in 1999 , its p o w er  is exp an d in g ; th is has left m an y other groups to w o n d er  about th is  pow er. 
E c o n o m ica lly , it has b een  ob serv ed  that a lm ost o f  the large agricu ltu re farm s and b ig  
industrial s ites  a lo n g  the road b e lo n g  to H on g P ang groups, m ak in g  H o n g  Pang b eco m e the  
m ost p ow erfu l com p a n y  in the area.

S in ce  H o n g  Pang has fin ish ed  con stru ctin g  the road, the other m ain  m erchants are 
a lso  n o w  in leagu e w ith  H on g  P ang, as they use HP serv ices . T h e M an ager (T hai N ew sp ap er)  
stated, “ B efore  there w ere  four m ain  groups w h ich  im ported  p rod u cts from  C hina to 
M yanm ar. T h ese  four grou p s w ere  the m ost p ow erfu l in the G o ld en  T rian g le  area. T he first 
group is H on g  P ang, w h o se  m ain  branch is in T ach ilek , M yanm ar. T h e seco n d  group is Hai 
L ong from  S p ec ia l R eg io n  4 , w h ich  is situated in M on gla , near the C h in ese  border. T he third 
group is A -m in g , on e  o f  the fam ou s m en  in M yanm ar. T he last group is the father M or group, 
a form er loca l leader from  M yanm ar w h o  n o w  has four n ationa lities: T h ai, L aotian , B u rm ese,

86



and C h in ese . H e o w n s  a h ou se in M ae Sai, C h ian g R ai, T hailand and o w n s a sh ipp ing  

b u sin ess n etw ork  in the e c o n o m ic  quad ran gle.” ^

O ther cu sto m ers are a lso  ch an g in g  to use H on g P an g’s serv ices . T h e latest com p any  
to jo in  H on g  P an g for im porting and exp ortin g  is H ilo n g , w h o  jo in e d  H on g  Pang at the

G old en  T rian g le  on 2 4  February 2 0 0 4 .”"^

S in ce  the road has b een  built, other b u sin essm en  throughout the reg ion  have d ecid ed  
to u se H on g  P a n g ’s se r v ic e s . W hy d o these b u sin essm en  a llo w  H o n g  P an g to con trol their 
b u sin ess  to  su ch  an ex ten t rather than attem pting to w ork  in d ep en d en tly ?  T h is is lik e ly  
b ecau se  H o n g  P an g has the n ecessary  sk ills  and in flu en ce  in n eg o tia tin g  w ith  other  
com p a n ies . H o n g  P an g already has a co n c e ss io n  from  the central g o vern m en t, w h ich  m akes  
b u sin ess  m uch  m ore c o n v en ien t w h en  d eliver in g  products. T heir ser v ic e  is a lso  the ch eap est  
av a ilab le  and their p r ices are n ego tiab le . H on g  Pang a lso  has a g o o d  rela tion sh ip  w ith  S p ecia l 
R eg io n  4 . A  report in the Bangkok P o st  on  4  A pril 2 0 0 4  in d icated  that “ W ei Sh euh -k an g  
v is its  M o n g la  from  tim e to t im e .”52 * 54 T h e relation sh ip  b etw een  W ei and S R 4  is a p o sitiv e  on e  
as S R 4 a im s to  bu ild  its in co m e from  tourism  and ca sin o s rather than fo c u s in g  on  the  
transport o f  p rod u cts. It is n ot surprising that S R 4 a llo w s  H on g  P an g to run th e transportation  
b u sin ess  for th em  in ligh t o f  this.

H on g  P ang it s e lf  is a lso  interested  in trading a lon g  th is route s in c e  th ey  a lso  o w n  and  
operate m any agricu lture farm s in the area. S a le o f  th ese  products is m u ch  easier  i f  they  
control the road and transport route for d e livery  o f  th ese  sam e item s.

In ad d ition  to farm s, H on g Pang a lso  has m an y other b u s in e sse s  a lo n g  the road. A s  
m en tion ed  earlier, a lo n g  the T a ch ilek  -  K en g  T u n g sec tion  o f  the road, there are m an y fie ld s  
o f  various p lants and v eg eta tio n  b e in g  grow n  w h ich  are all H on g  P an g  b u sin esses . S o m e o f  
th ese  products w ill be p ack ed  w ith  the H P sym b o l and so ld  lo c a lly , but so m e  are a lso  so ld  to 
C hina. S o m e , h o w ev er , are not packed; th ese  are then  sh ip p ed  to T h a ila n d .55 T hus, th is is not

52 Chiang Mai Newscenter, “Beyond obstacles: Kunming-Bangkok road,” M a n a g e r  [online], (1 July 
2004), available at: http://www.thaifta.com/newapaper/news ftacn81 .html.

” Ib i d.
54 B an g k o k  P o st. 4 April 2004.
55 “Shan State: new relocation movements of Wa.”
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surprisingly  that H o n g  Pang w ish e s  to u se and con trol this road as so  m an y o f  its b u sin esses  
are d ep en d en t on the road for transport o f  its go od s.

H o w ev er , s in c e  H on g  P ang is the o n ly  com p an y  w h ich  d e liv ers  products for 
M yanm ar, C h in ese  and T hailand , it is a lso  the o n ly  com p an y  that can  con trol the price o f  
d elivery . S o m e  q u estio n  w h eth er the H on g  Pang C om p an y is the reason  behind the ex p en siv e  
co sts  o f  the transportation  a lo n g  the route or i f  h igh  costs  are an eco n o m ic a l in ev itab ility  due 
to the u n stab le M yan m ar govern m en t.

S o m e  private T hai co m p a n ies  have b egu n  q u estio n in g  H P ’s m o tiv es . In an in terv iew  
w ith  a rep resen tative  o f  the C h ian g Rai C ham ber o f  C om m erce, h e  in d icated  that “on e  o f  the  
p rob lem s w ith  d e liv ery  on th is route is that there is no com p etition  b etw een  com p an ies; there  
is o n ly  on e  co m p a n y  w h ich  con tro ls the b u sin ess and the prices, there are o n ly  tw o  containers  
for refrigerating p rod u cts .” Private T hai com p a n ies  su g g est that th is  m ay be the cau se  o f  the  
high  c o st  for transporting a lo n g  th is road and thus serves as an ob sta c le  to  u sin g  the road. 
S om e T hai co m p a n ies  h ave  tried to u se  their o w n  trucks, but the c o sts  are so  h igh  at 
ch eck p o in t that it is d iff ic u lt  to do it th is w a y . U s in g  H on g  P a n g ’s ser v ic e s  has p roven  to be 
the m ost c o n v en ien t in transporting g o o d s  a lon g  the road.

T hus, s in c e  is it w e ll-k n o w n  that the H o n g  Pang C om p an y h as fu ll c o n c e ss io n s  from  
the M yanm ar g o vern m en t to d e liv er  products w ith o u t any ob stac les; other com p a n ies  (T hai, 
C h in ese , and c ea se fire  g ro u p s’ b u sin esses) have d ecid ed  to h an d over their b u sin esses  to 
H on g  P ang C om p an y  for the transport o f  products.

T h u s, w h en  co n sid er in g  the E co n o m ic  Q uadrangle and im p lem en tin g  the road for  
transportation p u rp oses, it is n ecessary  to rem em ber that H on g  P ang has m uch p ow er in 
con tro llin g  the trade a lo n g  th is road. T h is is a n e w  in fluentia l factor a ffe c tin g  the u tiliza tion  
or lack  o f  u tiliza tion  o f  the road. In addition  to n eed in g  to w ork  w ith  the M yanm ar  
govern m en t, w h ich  is the m ain  factor, the private H on g P ang C om p an y  is another crucial 
w h ich  T hai and C h in ese  traders m ust e f fe c t iv e ly  deal w ith .

M ya  Than m en tion ed  that “ it is o b v io u s to im ply that the private sector  p lays a very  
sig n ifican t role in border trade, w h ich  in turn p rom otes su b -reg ion a l grow th . It w ill con tin u e
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to p lay a very  im portant ro le , ev en  after the infrastructure is w e ll d ev e lo p e d  in the region  and  
border m an agem en t b e c o m e s  m ore e ffic ie n t.”56

A part form  trad ing, another purpose o f  the E co n o m ic  Q u ad ran gle is to en cou rage  
tourism . T h e fou r Q u ad ran gle cou n tries h ave beautifu l natural s ites  and rich, cultural 
m on u m en ts. T h u s, the E co n o m ic  Q u ad ran gle’s in itia tive is to  u se  tou rism  to n eighb orin g  
cou n tries w h ich  are in a very  c lo se  geograp h ica l p rox im ity  as a m ean s o f  en cou rag in g  travel 
am on g th ese  cou n tries.

4. Tourist Utilization
4.1. M yanm ar policy o f tourism — Shan state

M yan m ar h as resp on d ed  w e ll to  this eco n o m ic  quadrangle p lan . In fact M yanm ar  
began  to op en  up in 19 88  w h en  it form alised  border trade and im p lem en ted  an “op en -d oor  
p o lic y .”57 H o w e v e r  for tou rism  in Shan State, M yanm ar ju st  op en ed  Shan  State to K en g  
T u n g) for tou rists in O ctob er 1992 . T he Shan State in M yanm ar n eed s  to  take tim e b efore  
o p en in g  up to the o u tsid e  w orld . H o w ev er , s in ce  th is area w a s  o p en ed  in 1992 , there h ave  
b een  m ore and m ore tou rists co m in g  to K en g  T ung. T h e tourists en jo y  lo ok in g  at the  
beautifu l c ity  o f  K en g  T u n g  and the Tai v illa g e , w h ich  are n e ig h b o rs w ith  J in gh on g  and  
C h ian g M ai. K en g  T u n g  had shut it s e lf  o f f  from  the ou tsid e  for ov er  forty  years, s in ce  1945 . 
K en g  T u n g  is k n ow n  as a c ity  w ith  over  35 an cien t B u rm ese and S u k h o th a i-sty le  tem p les. 
T h erefore, K en g  T u n g  is con sid ered  a dream  d estin ation  for m an y T hai B u d d h ists.

A fter  a llo w in g  v is ito rs  to the Shan State, there w ere  m a ss iv e  n um bers o f  p eo p le  
v is it in g  M yan m ar in the first f iv e  m onths after o p en in g  up to ou tsid ers. From  D ecem b er  
1992 to M arch 1993 there w er e  ov er  2 ,0 0 0 58 tourists w h o  traveled  to K en g  T ung. D u ring the  
entire year o f  1993 , there w ere  4 ,7 5 9  tourists w h o  traveled  to K en g  T u n g  from  T hailand  
sp en d in g  ov er  U S $ 8 4 ,7 6 0 .59

In resp on se  to th is grow th  in the tou rism  industry, the M yan m ar go vern m en t started  
to d e v e lo p  d ifferen t fa c ilit ie s  to  en cou rage further tourism  in c lu d in g  th in g s like e lectr ic ity

56 Mya Than, The G ro w th  Q u a d ra n g le  o f  M a in la n d  S o u th ea t A sia , (SingaporeJSEAS, 1996), p.234.
”  Ibid., p.221.
58 Thanet Chareonmuang, “Thai-Myanmar-Laos-China: Quadrangle of Economics, Quadrangle of 

Culture,” (Kobfai: Bangkok, 1993), p. 45.
5<) Mya Than, “Development Dilemmas in the Mekhong Subregion,” p. 114.
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and h o te ls . E lectr ic ity  w a s  brought to the area by settin g  up an e lectr ica l plant on L w en w e  
M ou n tain , w h ich  is ab out 4 ,5 0 0  fee t ab ove sea  lev e l. T he e lectr ica l generator here u tilizes  
w ater p ow er to p rod u ce an e lectr ica l current o f  50 0  K ilow atts. T he e lec tr ic  current from  this  
m ach in e is u sed  in m an y go vern m en t location s as w e ll as so m e  private p la ces . For the local 
v illa g ers, e lec tr ic ity  c o m e s  and g o e s , ex ce p t during the rainy sea so n  w h en  they  do not have  
e lec tr ic ity  at a ll. T h is  e lectr ica l p lant has been  supported and m ain tain ed  by en g in eers sent 
from  C hina. It is a very  h igh  q u ality  plant and it is the first m ain  fa c ility  o f  its kind to be built 
in K en g  T ung.

In ad d ition  to the e lectr ica l p lant there is a lso  a h ote l. T h e M yanm ar govern m en t  
built th is h otel in acco rd an ce  w ith  their standards for tourists. It w a s  bu ilt on 9 N o v em b er  
1991 , on e  year b efore  the area w a s op en ed  up to tourists. It has ab out s ix ty  room s, as w e ll as 
sev en  g u esth o u se s  (each  g u esth o u se  has 1 0 - 4 0  room s). P rices ranges in clud e U S $ 1 2 , 
U S $ 1 8 , and U S $ 2 5  for tw o  p erson s to stay tw o  n ights in on e  room .60

T he h o te l is the first m odern  structure in K en g  T ung. T h e go vern m en t states that the 
h otel w a s  b u ilt to  h elp  raise in co m es for the v illa gers as w e ll as im p rove the lo ca l ec o n o m y .61 
T h is h ote l has o ffe n d ed  m an y p eo p le  b ecau se  the h otel w a s  on  the s ite  o f  the h om e o f  a 
form er p rin ce o f  K en g  T u n g. V illa gers w ere ab le to  d o little  to  ch an g e  the site  and in the end  
w ere forced  to a ccep t the ch an g e. W h ile  the govern m en t c la im s th e n e w ly  generated  in com e  
w ill b en efit lo ca l p eo p le , in reality  it appears that m uch  o f  th is in co m e g o e s  back  to the  
govern m en t. H o w ev er , b eca u se  o f  the h igh  num ber o f  tourists c o m in g  to  K en g  T ung, the  
overa ll e c o n o m y  o f  is m u ch  m ore d yn am ic than in the past.

4.2. Financial support to promote tourism
In 2 0 0 3 , there w ere  about 6 0 0 ,0 0 0  tourists w h o  v is ited  M yanm ar, a 20%  increase  

ov er  2 0 0 2 . T h ese  tou rists brought about U S $ 1 1 6  m illio n  into the cou n try .62 M yanm ar  
reco gn ized  that large num bers o f  tourists can  in crease in v estm en ts  and b en efit the  
govern m en t. T hus in 2 0 0 4 , the go vern m en t b egan  a llo w in g  in ternational in vestm en ts into the  
country. A s  a result, variou s fore ign  in vestm en t en terp rises b egan  to in v est in the tourist

60 “Tourist business booms after road constructed: cooperate 4 countries to solve transportation 
problem,” M a n a g er , (2 July 2004).

61 Promsak J e rm s a wa t, “ 7>a ve / in K e n g  7wjg,”(Athitta: Bangkok, 2000), p. 31.
62 “The changes of Myanmar politics,” S ia m  R ath , (24 October 2004).
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sector. In 2 0 0 4 , there w a s  about U S $ 1 ,0 6 3  b illio n  o f  fore ign  in vestm en t; 20 .96 %  o f  all 
in vestm en ts in the cou n try  cam e from  th ese  foreign  in vestm en ts.

D o m e stic  in v estm en ts  from  w ith in  M yanm ar cou n t for 4 1 0 3 .8 4  M illio n  K yats o f  
hotel and tourist in v estm en t or ju st 3 .41%  o f  a ll in vestm en ts. T h e g o vern m en t a llo w s about 
on e in f iv e  fo re ig n  in v estm en ts  w ith in  the country. H o w ev er , fo re ig n  in vestors are not 
a llo w ed  in the Shan State.

E ven  th ou gh  the M yanm ar go vern m en t en cou ra ges tou rism , for the Shan State, m ost  
profits g o  to p eo p le  and b u s in esses  o f  the S p ecia l R eg io n s.

T ra ve lin g  a lo n g  th is road, it appears that d o m estic  in v estm en t in tourism  is m ostly  
from  S p ec ia l R eg io n  p eo p le  and b u sin esses . For exa m p le , K an g  L o n g  T ravel and Tours C o. 
Ltd. is a co m p a n y  from  L a sh io  to w n  in S p ecia l R eg io n  2; th is co m p a n y  o p en ed  in S eptem ber  
2 0 0 3 . A n oth er im portant co m p a n y  is the S h ew  L in Star C om p an y  w h ich  p rom otes tourism  
sp e c if ic a lly  in the S p ec ia l R eg io n  4 . 63 S h w e L in  Star b e lo n g s  to  S p ec ia l R eg io n  4  and is 
resp on sib le  for all tour grou p s that enter M o n gla . A n y  tour grou p s c o m in g  from  ou tsid e  the  
region  m ust p ass  their  cu sto m ers on  to S h w e L in Star i f  th ey  w ish  to g o  to M o n g la .64 T h ese  
S p ec ia l R eg io n  b u s in e sse s  are s ig n ifica n t in en cou ra g in g  tou rist u tiliza tion  o f  the road. T he  
M yanm ar g o vern m en t d o es  not en cou ra ge  or do m uch to d e v e lo p  tou rism  in th ese  S p ecia l 
R eg io n s  com p ared  to other parts o f  the country.

M yan m ar’s resp on se  to in creasin g  tourism  is m u ch  better than its lack  o f  resp on se in 
fac ilita tin g  trade. M yanm ar is very  strict about granting p erm issio n  for the im port and export 
o f  products, w h ile  regu la tion s and p erm issio n s for tourism  a c tiv itie s  are m uch  m ore relaxed . 
It is m uch easier  to ga in  transit p erm issio n  for tourist p u rposes than it is for trading purposes. 
T hus, M yanm ar is m ak in g  a concentrated  effort to  p rom ote tou rism  throughout out the 
E co n o m ic  Q uadrangle. H o w ev er , th ey  o n ly  a llo w  groups to travel a lo n g  certain  routes w h ich  
they  are ab le to  con trol.
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N e w  op p ortu n ities av a ilab le  b ecau se  o f  tourism  in M yanm ar h ave led the govern m en t 
to be m ore f le x ib le  w ith  travel, a llo w in g  the first gen era tion  o f  T hai in vestors to start 
b u sin esses  in the E co n o m ic  Q uadrangle and add to the tourism  in v estm en ts . For exam p le , 
Mr. C h u sak  T ra isr isilp , a form er sen ator candidate from  C h ain g R ai, started the Four L en ses  
C om p an y , a tour a g en cy . M r. T an om sak  S ereech a iyasaw at, a veterinarian  and form er head  
o f  the C'hiang R ai C ham ber o f  C om m erce , operates a boat serv ice  w ith  3 4  sea ts as part o f  the 
H ua H u ng T ravel C o ., L im ited  from  C hina;65 he is n o w  the ow n er  o f  M ae S a lon g  Tour. 
T h ese  in vestors k n o w  w e ll that M yanm ar supports tourism  m ore than transportation, and so  
they  h ave pursued tour rather than trade b u sin esses.

M o reov er , in the past four to f iv e  years there have b een  are m ore groups settin g  up 
tour trips to the area. C urrently there are four m ain  tour com p an ies: P D  Tour, PB Tour, Four  
L en s Tour, and M ae S a lo n g  T o u r .66 T h o se  com p a n ies  are s ig n ifica n t in en cou rag in g  and  
en h an cin g  tourist u tiliza tion  o f  the road.

4.3. Tourism  tendencies
T h e nu m ber o f  C h in ese  tourists to  M yanm ar b egan  to g ro w  w ith  the op en  door p o lic y  

w ith  C hina w h ich  w a s  im p lem en ted  in 1982 . It w a s  the p o lic y  o f  D e n g  in C hina to “k eep  to  
the so c ia lis t  road and con cen trate  our efforts on  m od ern iza tion ” w h ich  m arked the b eg in n in g  
o f  C h in a ’s in itia tive  to b eg in  to op en  up to the m od ern ized  w orld . It has adapted so c ia lism  to 
the m od ern ized  w orld . O n e su ch  adaptation w a s w ith  regard to tou rism  p o licy . In the early  
19 90 s the go vern m en t im p lem en ted  a n a tio n -w id e  h o lid ay  sy stem  gran ting each  em p lo y ee  
sev en  to f ifteen  d ays annual leave . T h is led to an im proved  and m ore popular eco n o m y  in 
Y unnan p rov in ce . A  large num ber o f  C h in ese  tourists prefer to c o m e  to Y unnan, e sp ec ia lly  
X ish u a n gb an n a .67 S o m e not o n ly  v is it  X ish u an gb an n a but a lso  w a n t to travel to M yanm ar  
and T hailand  as w e ll. M r. T an om sak  S ereech a iyasaw at, p resid en t o f  the T hai-M yanm ar  
Cultural U n io n , m en tion ed  that there are m any tourists w h o  w an t to enter T hailand. “30  
m illio n  C h in ese  tourists c o m e  to K u n m in g  a year, and 12 m illio n  c o m e  to X ishuanbanna. 
From  th ese  grou p s, ap p rox im ately  three m illio n  are w a itin g  to enter to T h ailan d .” 68
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C h in ese  tourists a lso  g o  to M o n g la  a lon g  the M yanm ar border as w e ll. It has been  
reported that s in ce  1996  there has been  an in flu x  o f  3 5 0 ,0 0 0  tourists per year, m ost o f  w h om  
are day-trippers form  C h in a .69 T he M o n g la  V ic e  P resident said  “there w ere around 4 0 0 ,0 0 0  
C h in ese  tou rists to  M o n g la  in 2 0 0 4 .”70 T his num ber, on on e  hand, sh o w s  that the E co n om ic  
Q uadrangle has b een  ab le to en cou rage tourism . On the other hand, the m ain  purpose for  
C h in ese  tou rists c o m in g  to M yanm ar is for illeg a l serv ices  su ch  as ga m b lin g , ca sin os and  
prostitutes.

W h en  C h ina  rea lized  the reason s for this tourism  b oo m , the Y unnan P rovincia l 
G overn m en t c lo se d  d ow n  the ca s in o s  b y cu ttin g o f f  te leco m m u n ica tio n , transportation and  
p ow er su p p lies  to the c a s in o  b u ild in gs. In addition , travel p asses  for C h in ese  tourists to  
k n ow n  g a m b lin g  areas w ere  su sp en d ed . A s a resu lt, 4 4  ca s in o s  in M yanm ar w ere c lo sed  and
8 ,0 4 3  C h in ese  gam b lers w ere arrested, in clu d in g  4 0  C h in ese  g o vern m en t o f f ic ia ls .71

T here w a s  a n e w  C h in ese  regu lation  w h ich  did not a llo w  p eo p le  to  cross  the border, 
ev e n  for leg itim ate  b u sin ess  p u rposes. T he reason in g  behind th is w a s  that ca sin o s attract 
C h in ese  o ff ic ia ls  to ga m b le  in M o n g la . A fter  th ey  b eco m e in v o lv ed  in the gam b lin g  they  
m ay b eco m e  corrupt in order to m ake en ou g h  m o n ey  to con tin u e  ga m b lin g . T h is is w h y  
C hina d ec id ed  to c lo se  the gate  at the border a ltogeth er and n ot a llo w  any C h in ese  to cross  
ov er  in to M yan m ar at that ch eck p oin t. A s  a result, M o n g la  b acam e a q u iet to w n  and w as  
w a itin g  for p erm issio n  from  the C h in ese  govern m en t to op en  its ga tes again . C urrently, the 
in com e from  c a s in o s  in M o n g la  prim arily c o m es from  T hai gam b lers, but this happens  
in frequently . T h u s, it is d ifficu lt  to travel in and ou t o f  M on gla .

A fter  C h in a ’s sw ift  resp on se to the gam b lin g  prob lem , S p ec ia l R eg io n  4  found it s e lf  
stru g g lin g  to su rv ive . It sh ifted  to start a n e w  casin o  on  the S o b -lw e  river, an area that can  
o n ly  be reached  v ia  the M ek o n g  R iver from  T hailand . It is on  the sid e  o f  the river op p osite  
C hina and h op es to rep lace the ca s in o s  w h ich  used  to operate in M o n g la .72 I f  th is S o b -lw e
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casin o  is ab le to  b eco m e  the N e w  M on gla , the O ld M o n g la  w ill shut d ow n  lea v in g  the road 
even  less-tra veled . T hus, the future d o e s  not lo o k  go od  for the road at M on gla .

T he num ber o f  T hai tourists v is it in g  K en g  T u n g in the first quarter o f  2 0 0 4  soared  
123.7%  a b o v e  2 0 0 3  num bers to 9 ,7 6 3  v is ito r s .73 M yanm ar g o vern m en t o ffic ia ls  w ith  
im m igration , travel, and tours at T a ch ilek  indicated  the num ber o f  T hai tourists to  M on gla  
w a s m ore lik e ly  o n ly  6 ,9 9 0  p eo p le  for the first h a lf  o f  2 0 0 5 , w h ich  is still less than the  
num ber for the first three m onths o f  2 0 0 4 . A  tour m anager w ith  the M ae S a lon g  tour 
com p a n y  in d ica ted  that “ the reason  for less  tourists is b ecau se  the K en g  T u n g and M on gla  
area has b eco m e  le ss  popular. It is n ot n ew  an ym ore, and m an y tour grou p s has been  there 
m any tim es a lread y .” M yanm ar has not bu ilt any n ew  p la ces  for v is ito rs  and d o es  not a llo w  
tourists to  travel b eyo n d  K en g  T u n g and M on gla ; th erefore, tou rism  and eco n o m y  are 
su fferin g .

It is in teresting  to n ote that w h en  road con stru ction  w a s  co m p leted , the tour s ites  in 
the area w ere  a lread y b e c o m in g  le ss  popular and som e had ev e n  c lo se d . It is unclear w hether  
the road w ill in fact en h an ce  tou rism  in an area w h ere tou rism  is already d ec lin in g .

4.4. Personal agreem ents and tourism
M r. T an om sak , d irector o f  M ae S a lon g  Tour, sa id , “T h is road still lacks a so lid  

agreem en t b etw een  in v estors from  T hailand , M yanm ar and C hina con cern in g  transporting  
products and p rom otin g  tourism . T herefore b u sin ess  o w n ers n eed  to m ake personal 
agreem en ts as there is no standard agreem en t to w h ich  th ey  can  all ab ide b y .” 74 It d o es  
appear that h av in g  a p erson al arrangem ent w o u ld  certa in ly  be h elp fu l in m ak ing  the p rocess  
easier  for tour co m p a n ies .

For ex a m p le , Four L en s T our w a s  ab le to  m ake a c lo se  re la tion sh ip  w ith  o ffic ia ls  at 
the T a P in g  ch eck p o in ts  by putting up com m ercia l s ig n s  ad v ertisin g  the com p a n y  at these  
ch eck p o in ts . S u b seq u en t cu stom ers have c o n fid en ce  that the co m p a n y  has a go od  
relation sh ip  w ith  a stab le  entity . E igh t and N in e  T ravel C om p an y , w h ich  is a b ig  tour

73 Sawapat Pimchaichon, “Kasikom releases research on Myanmar tourism, economy,” T ra vel T rade  
R ep o rt, (5 November 2004).

74 “The last jigsaw to complete Chinese plan on Mekong river,” M ek o n g  Tim e (online), (13 August 
2004), available at.http://www.mekongtime.com.

94

http://www.mekongtime.com


com p an y  in T h ailand , w o u ld  like to travel b etw een  M ae S a i, T a ch ilek , K en g  T ung and 
M o n gla , but the co m p a n y  can n ot do so  on their o w n  b ecau se  th ey  lack the n ecessary  
co n n ectio n s  w ith  au th orities and local leaders. M ae C om e C on stru ction , w h ich  b elo n g s to  
M rs. S o ith o n g  R ee in , a contractor in C hiang R ai, has had a con stru ction  b u sin ess in the Shan  
State for the past tw en ty  years. K an g L on g  T ravel and T ours C o . Ltd. is another com p any  
w h ich  has a cen ter  in S p ec ia l R eg io n  Z on e 2. T h ese  tw o  co m p a n ies  a ssist  in m aking tourism  
m ore popular in the area. S h e w  L in Star T ravel and T our C om p an y , w h ich  b e lo n g s  to S p ecia l 
R eg io n  4  in M o n g la , lo o k s  after all o f  the tour groups w h en  th ey  arrive in M o n g la .75 T h ese  
typ es o f  re la tion sh ip s illustrate that E igh t and N in e  T ravels C om p an y  understands the  
lo g ist ic s  o f  su c c e s s fu lly  travelin g  in the area; th ey  m ust h ave the support from  the groups  
w h o  are h o ld in g  the p ow er.

T h is lack  o f  a standard, con crete  agreem en t for con d u ctin g  b u sin ess  a lo n g  the road is 
a p rob lem . It h inders e c o n o m ic  coop eration  and loca l b u sin ess  groups m ust arrange their  
o w n  p erson al agreem en ts; th is  is an a sp ect o f  the issu e w h ich  sh ou ld  be addressed  w ith in  the  
E co n o m ic  Q uadrangle.

4.5. Tourism problems
4.5.1. Limited destinations.

T our and travel d estin a tion s a lo n g  the road are currently lim ited  to ju s t  three areas.
4.5.1.1. No long-term tour developm ent plans

T here are currently not as m an y tourists a lon g  the K en g  T u n g -  M o n g la  sec tion  o f  the  
road. M an y repeat tourists tire o f  v is it in g  the sam e sites  ov er  and over. H ow ever , the 
M yanm ar g o vern m en t d o e s  n ot h ave any typ e  o f  lon g-term  plan to d e v e lo p  n ew  p laces to  
v is it  or to en h an ce  o ld  o n es .

T our s ite s  in M yan m ar tod ay h ave less in teresting for tourists w h o  h ave already b een  
there at lea st o n ce . For ex a m p le , K en g  T ung is fam ou s for its Shan architectural tem p les like  
the M aham uni T em p le  (M yan m ar s ty le ) , the Jo m com e T em p le , the N o n g  T ung m arket, and 
the traditional Shan d an ce. H o w ev er , K en g  T ung tod ay and b egan  to s lo w ly  absorb W estern  
culture and popular, m odern  d an cin g  is m ore popular than traditional Shan d an cin g . The

75 “Thai investors and Wa connections invest in Mongla traveling place,” (21 August 2004), available 
at:http://www.mekongtime.com.
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For the lon g-term  future, i f  there is no plan to m aintain  d istin ct, traditional cultures, 
they  w ill be lost and K en g  T u n g  w ill b eco m e  s im p ly  another m odern  to w n  like C hiang Rai or 
C hianng M ai. T ra v e llin g  to K en g  T u n g w ill b e  like travelin g  to se e  o ld  m onum ents  
surrounded b y a n ew , m odern  tow n .

4.5.1.2. Closed casinos in M ongla
C a sin o s and related  en tertain m ent v en u es  w ere the fo c u s  o f  tou rism  in M on gla . O ther 

popular s ites  in M o n g la  in c lu d e  the Pranon T em p le , w h ich  w a s  b u ilt b y  C hina and M yanm ar, 
as w e ll as the O p iu m  M u seu m  and Tai L ue m arket.76 H o w ev er , ca s in o s  are by far the m ain  
focu s o f  an y  trip to M o n g la , w h ich  is w h y  it is o ften  referred to as the “L as V eg a s  o f  A s ia .”77

In the past, there w ere  m any C h in ese  and T hai tou rists v is it in g  M o n g la . H ow ever , 
sin ce  C hina c lo se d  the ga te  (as d iscu ssed  earlier), the ca s in o s  in M o n g la  are m uch quieter. 
C o n seq u en tly , M o n g la  is n o w  very  q u iet b ecau se  as there are n o w  very  fe w  tourists.

4.5.1.3. Travelers not permitted to travel outside the road
T h e M yan m ar g o vern m en t has not m ade any effort to  exp an d  the travel routes 

av a ilab le  to tourists. T ourists are not a llo w ed  to travel b eyon d  sp e c if ic  tour d estin a tion s like 
T a u n g gy , P an gsan g  or M an d alay. I f  the tourists w an t to g o  to M an d alay or T au n ggy , they  
m ust lea ve  M yanm ar, p ass through B a n g k ok  and then  re-enter at Y a n go n . T h is is b ecau se  
tourists are not a llo w e d  to travel free ly , th ey  m ust stick  to very  lim ited  routes w h ich  do not 
link the entire country; the routes do not ev en  link the d ifferen t tour s ite s  around the country, 
h en ce the n eed  to lea ve  the country and re-enter at a d ifferen t p oin t to  v is it  other sites.

S in ce  tou rists are a lso  not a llo w ed  to travel b eyon d  sp e c if ic  rou tes, travelin g  b eco m es  
ted iou s and b oring , e sp e c ia lly  for th o se  tourists w h o  have m ad e the trip b efore— noth in g is 
n ew  and it is not ea sy  to reach d ifferen t sites w h ich  th ey  m ay not h ave  seen . T he research  
team  en cou n tered  sim ilar  restriction s on  their m o v em en ts  w h en  th ey  attem pted  to v is it Ban
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P on g Port; th ey  w ere  not a llo w ed  to m ake the trip even  th ou gh  the port w a s  2 0  k ilom eters  
from  the m ain  road. T h e team  had to con tin u e on  their d irect jo u rn ey  to K en g T ung, they  
cou ld  n ot stop , or turn le ft  or right. T h ese  typ es o f  restrictions can  be stressfu l for passen gers  
and tourists.

The g o vern m en t con tro ls the m ov em en t o f  p eop le  through  a ser ies  o f  strict ch eck s at 
ch eck p o in ts  w h ich  m on itor in g  tou rists’ m ov em en ts . I f  a tourists or group sh ou ld  stray from  
their ap p roved  path, th ey  w ill not be a llo w ed  to pass through the n ex t ch eck p oin t.

Li W en B in , gen era l m anager o f  the W a L on g  C om p an y , L im ited  based  in P an gsan g, 
the cap ital o f  the W a S p ec ia l R eg io n  2 in Burm a's Shan State, w a s  lo o k in g  to en cou rage  
tourism  in that area. H e said  that “T hai tourists entering B urm a at the T a ch ilek  -  M ae Sai 
ch eck p o in t can  n o w  travel as far as M o n gla , bordering C hina. T h e go vern m en t m ust perm it 
T hai tou rists to  en ter S p ec ia l R eg io n  2 .” Li a lso  said , "W hen T hai tou rists co m e , the W a 
authorities w ill guarantee their co m fort and sa fe ty ." 78 H o w ev er , for secu rity  purposes, 
M yanm ar still d o e s  n ot a llo w  p eo p le  to travel ou tsid e  K en g  T u n g  and M o n g la .

4.5.2. Security
4.5.2.1. Security for M yanm ar and tourists

“ I f  r o a d  t r a n s p o r t  f r o m  M y a n n m a r  ’ร  K e n g  T u n g  t o  T h a i l a n d  b e c o m e s  s a f e  e n o u g h  f o r  

t r a n s p o r t ,  i t  i s  e x p e c t e d  t h a t  t h i s  r o u t e  w i l l  p l a y  a  s i g n i f i c a n t  r o l e  i n  t h e  M e k o n g  s u b -  

r e g i o n  t o u r i s m  s e c t o r .  I n  a d d i t i o n ,  i t  i s  t h e  s h o r t e s t  r o u t e  l i n k i n g  C h i n a  a n d  

T h a i l a n d .  ” 79

T h e road w o u ld  be a sig n ifica n t route for tourism  i f  it is sa fe  en ou g h . S afety  and 
secu rity  are the prim ary factor to con sid er  w h en  p lann ing trips to M yanm ar b ecau se  o f  the 
unstab le p o litica l situ ation  in the area. T he T hai Farm er B ank  R esearch  C enter con d u cted  a 
study w h ich  fou n d  that the future o f  tourism  in M yanm ar w ill be a ffected  m ost by the 
in stab ility  o f  the g o vern m en t situ a tion .80 If  the p o litic s  are a lw a y s  ch an g in g , tourism  w ill be 
d irectly  a ffec ted . S irinapa C haisri, a T hai researcher w h o  stu d ied  tourism  sa tisfaction  
serv ices  in K en g  T u n g  and M o n g la  in 2 0 0 4 , a lso  con firm ed  that “the tou rists are the m ost
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con cern ed  about secu rity  in travelin g  b ecau se  th is route is quite n e w  and the situation  in the  
country is not stab le . T h is is tourists w orry the m ost ab out.” 81 S ecu rity  issu es  are som eth in g  
that S irinapa h e r se lf  faced  during the data co lle c t io n  p h ase for her project. She stated that 
“during the tim e o f  research  (N o v em b er  and D ecem b er), the g o vern m en t has ju st  changed  to  
a n ew  prim e m in ister, therefore there w ere on ly  fe w  tourists w h o  reg istered  for the tr ip ... 
T h is situation  ca u sed  the tou rists to  can cel their trips and there w ere  ev en  less  tourists  
v is it in g  the cou n try .”82

T he d ecreasin g  num ber o f  the tourists occu rs ev ery  tim e there is a ch an ge in 
govern m en t or p rob lem s w ith in  the country like the b om b in g s in Y a n g o n  in M ay  2 0 0 5 . T his  
ev en t cau sed  m an y tou rists to  ca n ce l their trips. In fact, for th is project, the researcher w a s  
unable to find  a trip in June 2 0 0 5  to con d u ct research  as m o st p e o p le  ca n ce led  their trips. A  
H on g  P ang C om p an y  rep resen tative a lso  said  that “b efore  there w ere  va n s c o m in g  from  
T hailand , but th ese  past tw o  m on th s [M ay and June 2 0 0 5 ] there w er e  no tourists from  
T hailand b eca u se  o f  the ev en ts  in Y a n g o n .”83 T h is particular situ ation  re flec ts  the overall 
in stab ility  in M yanm ar; there is no stab ility  in the p o litica l situ ation  and there con tin u es to be 
m o v em en t am o n g  m in ority  grou p s w ith in  the country.

It is c lear  that tou rists are con cern ed  for their sa fety  w h en  travelin g  in sid e  M yanm ar. 
A t the sam e tim e, M yanm ar is a lso  con cern ed  about w h o  en ters the cou n try. T hus, there are 
m an y strict ch eck p o in ts  to  in sp ect and m on itor the m o v em en t o f  p e o p le  en terin g  the country. 
N a m es are recorded  and their b ackgrounds are ch eck ed  to find  i f  v is itors  are sp ies  or 
in vestigators; th is  is w h y  M yanm ar has so  m an y in v estig a tio n  o f f ic e s . O n e tour gu id e has 
said , “T he tou rists n eed  a ser ies  o f  stam ps and m u st stop at ev er y  ch eck p o in t. I f  they  drive  
past a ch eck p o in t w ith o u t the proper stam ps, th ey  w ill have to d rive b ack  and get the m issed  
stam p. T h ese  ch eck p o in ts  are referred to the govern m en t c h eck p o in ts”

In ad d ition , i f  there is p o litica l unrest, M yanm ar w ill c lo se  its borders in order to  
prevent any m o v em en t o f  p eo p le  out o f  the country. B order rem ains c lo se d  until the  
govern m en t is ab le to  con trol situ ation . S o m y o t Jan gsaw an g , an im m igration  o fficer  at the
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M ae Sai ch eck p o in t, sa id , “ I f  their country [M yanm ar] is not stab le  th ey  w ill ask  p eop le  not 
to cross  the border for the sak e o f  our sa fe ty .”

T he secu rity  issu e  is on e  w h ich  a ffec ts  both tou rists as w e ll as the M yanm ar  
govern m en t. D u rin g  the f ie ld  su rvey  for this project, M yanm ar o f f ic ia ls  w ere tak ing ob v io u s  
step s to en su re secu rity . M yanm ar so ld ier  w ere stationed  a lo n g  the road to secu re the entire 
route from  T h a c h ilek  to  K en g  T ung. D uring th is fie ld  w ork  trip, so ld iers  w ere  v is ib le  a lon g  
the entire route h o ld in g  their w eap on s; over  the 2 4 0  k ilo m eter  route, there w ere about 30  
so ld iers.

It w a s  n oted  by L N D O  director that th ey  are not B u rm ese  so ld iers . T h ey  are Lahu  
m ilitia  m em b ers, the pro-junta group w h o  are a llo w ed  to h old  gu n s.

T here are three m ain  reason s for M yanm ar to be strict in ad d ressin g  secu rity  issu es.

1. M yan m ar w a n ts  to  protect the tourists from  the in secu rities  w ith in  the country. T h is is  
an im portant reason  b eca u se  M yanm ar w an ts to  coop erate  w ith  n eig h b o rin g  countries. 
In d o in g  so , it m u st be ab le to  guarantee the sa fety  o f  v is it in g  tou rists. T hus, guarding  
the road in u n stab le  areas is n ecessary; th is  is a lso  w h y  m ilitia  m em b ers h old  their  
gu n s at the ready w h ile  p osted  a lo n g  the road. T h ese  p osted  so ld iers  are a lso  
m on itor in g  any unusual m o v em en t o f  rebel groups.

A n oth er  m easu re to p rotect tourists in addition  to gu ard in g the road is that they  are 
o n ly  a llo w e d  to stay  in h otel guaranteed by the govern m en t. T h ese  typ es o f  h o te ls  are 
registered  w ith  the go vern m en t to serve foreign ers. T ourists are n ot a llo w ed  to stay at 
any other typ e  o f  acco m m od atio n .

2. M yan m ar d o e s  n ot w ant foreign ers to interfere w ith  d o m e stic  p rob lem s w ith in  
M yanm ar. T h is is w h y  M yanm ar o ff ic ia ls  are co n tin u a lly  ch ec k in g  nam e lists o f  
p eo p le  travelin g , to  ensure th ey  do not stray from  their ap p roved  route. It has been  
su g g ested  that M yanm ar is not yet ready for ou tsid ers to s e e  the instab ility  and  
p rob lem s ( lik e  drug cu ltiva tion ) w h o  still ex ist.
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3. M yanm ar d o es n ot w an t any group to m ov e free ly  w ith in  the cou n try , thus gates are 

c lo se d  any tim e there is any unusual m ov em en t or unrest. T h e m ore unm onitored  
m o v em en t in sid e the cou n try, the m ore lik e ly  it is that m ore trouble w ill occu r w h ich  
the g o vern m en t w ill n ot be ab le to readily con trol. T hus, as a resu lt o f  the overall 
p o litica l unrest throu gh ou t the country, tourists are not a llo w ed  to m o v e  freely.

4.5.2.2. Security for China and Thailand
S in ce  there has y e t  to  be any sort o f  m ulti-lateral agreem en t am o n g  C h in a , M yanm ar, 

and T h ailand  regard ing standard ized  u se o f  the road, crossin g  the border con tin u es to be  
p rob lem atic . T here are so m e  M O U s b etw een  M yanm ar and T hailand  and others b etw een  
C hina and M yanm ar. N o n e  o f  th ese  M O U s are c lear  and th ey  do not bring the three 
cou n tries togeth er.

A  rem ain in g  p rob lem  regarding the security  o f  T hailand and C hina is the p erm ission  
in to u se  sp ec ia l E n try-E xit p erm it v isa s . M any C h in ese  tourists w ish  to en ter T hailand every  
year, but there are o n g o in g  p rob lem s w ith  crossin g  into T hailand . T h e m an agers both Four 
L en ses T our and M ae S a lo n g  T our (T hai tour a g en c ie s )  ind icated  that “th e C h in ese  cannot 
co m e  to  T h ailand  b eca u se  there is the govern m en t d o es  not a llo w  them  to ob ta in  the required  
E n try-E xit perm it v isa . T h e E ntry-E xit perm it v isa  is a tem porary v isa  or borders pass for  
p assen gers w h o  w an t to enter a third country w ith out rece iv in g  an o ffic ia l tou rist v isa .

C h u sak , p resid en t o f  Four L en ses Tour C om p an y shared that “the C h in ese  u su ally  do  
not w an t to u se a passport b eca u se  they  do not w ant the stam ps. I f  it is a stam p , then it w ill  
be recorded  in an o ff ic ia l d atab ase. For th ose  tou rists w h o  are b e in g  w a tch ed  by C h in ese  
au th orities regard ing their in co m e, the stam p su g g ests  th ey  are ab le to  travel abroad. T hus,

th ey  w o u ld  rather travel w ith o u t stam p in g their p assp orts.”**4

C h u sak  further ex p la in ed  about the advantage that o f  u sin g  the E n try-E xit perm it v isa  
that “ it w ill g o o d  for T h ailan d , b ecau se  there are m an y C h in ese  w h o  w ant to v is it  Thailand. 
B y a llo w in g  them  to enter, th is w ill bring in large am ou nts o f  m o n ey  to T h ailand , e sp ec ia lly  
to C h ian g  Rai p ro v in ce .” T h u s, Thai tour ag en c ies  are very m uch in favor o f  the E ntry-E xit 
perm it v isa s  to in v igorate  tou rism  a lon g  the road. H ow ever , th ese  perm its are still not

84 Interview with Chusak Traisrisilp, manager of Four Lenses Tour, 18 June 2005.



a llo w ed  by T hai authorities and C h in ese  tourists are not ab le to e a s ily  cross the border 
w ith out rece iv in g  stam p s in their passports.

T h e E n try-E xit perm it v isa  w ou ld  increase tourist a c tiv itie s  and help  to fu lfill som e o f  
E co n om ic  Q u ad ran gle o b jec tiv es . H ow ever , there w ill be e ffe c ts  in a llo w in g  this type  
sp ecia l perm it. I f  it is easier  for the C h in ese  to enter, there is a lso  the risk that m igrants w ill 
take ad van tage o f  ea sy  border cro ss in g  regu lations. In ad d ition , i f  the E ntry-E xit perm it v isa  
is a llo w ed , it w ill be im portant for T hailand to increase its in terior m on itorin g  o f  these  
tourists to  p reven t any illega l a c tiv itie s  that o ften  cater to tou rists’ d esires.

S o m e  T hai b u sin essm en  app ealed  to Mr. V orakiat S o m so i, the govern or o f  C hiang  
R ai, w h o  resp on d ed  to the issu ed  during a sem inar on the “D ev e lo p m en t S trateg ies for 
N orthern T h a ila n d .” Mr. S o m so i p rop oses that Thai au th orities a llo w  C h in ese  tourists to use  
the E n try-E xit perm it v isa  to enter T hailand, as op p osed  to u sin g  a passport and o ffic ia l 
tourist v isa . In ad d ition , he w o u ld  like Thai authorities to coord in ate w ith  C h in ese  authorities 
to a llo w  T hai tou rists the use th is sam e typ e o f  sp ecia l v isa  w h en  en terin g  C h in a .85

T hai au th orities d id not im m ed ia te ly  respond to th is request. T hai Interior M inister  
Mr. C h idch a i V an asath id ya  w a s  q u oted  in the M anager  n ew sp ap er in 2 0 0 5  as sa y in g , “T oday, 
the p rocess  o f  border p assag e  is a lready appropriate. T here is not a need  for an E ntry-E xit  
perm it v isa . T h e p rocess is fin e  already. I f  it w as not g o o d , it w o u ld  h ave been  ch an ged  long
a g o .”86
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T hai au th orities do not w an t to a llo w  u se o f  the sp ec ia l E n try-E xit perm it v ia . T h is is 
understandable g iv en  that the m ilitary is con cern ed  w ith  ad verse  e f fe c ts  o f  in creased  tourists. 
A s has b een  seen  in other border p rov in ces in T hailand , w h en  borders are op en ed , illega l 
a ctiv ities  in variab ly  increase.

M ya T han in d icates that there are about 3 5 0 ,0 0 0  illega l laborers in T hailand , m ost o f  
w h om  are from  C hina and M yanm ar. C h in ese  prositu tes co m e  from  Y unnan, through the

85 “Request government to rethink Entry-Exit Permit: Travel through Chiang Rai,” W eek ly M a n a g er , 
(19 May 2005).

86 “Minister of Interior mentions trafficking and drugs,.” M a n a g er , (6 July 2005).



Shan state o f  M yanm ar. A s  su ch , m ov em en t o f  g o o d s  and p eo p le  has cau sed  the spread o f  
A ID S  into th is  su b -reg io n .”87

In a research  paper en titled  "C hinese Prostitution in Thailand,"  Mr. V orasak studied  
35 C h in ese  p rostitu tes that w ere  en ticed  into the Thai sex  trade by jo in t  b u sin esses  run by  
C h in ese , B u rm ese  and T h ais. H e fou n d  that the route to transfer th ese  w o m en  into the 
T hailand  and n earb y cou n tries is the sam e as that o f  the E co n o m ic  Q uadrangle road.88 T hus, 
the illega l tra ffick in g  o f  p eo p le  is another area for con cern  w h en  ex a m in in g  u tilization  o f  the  
road.
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T our grou p s argue th ey  w o u ld  screen  p eop le  to av o id  a llo w in g  illeg a l m igrants and 
others to take ad van tage  o f  the sp ec ia l E ntry-E xit perm it v isa . H o w ev er , the go vern m en t o f  
both T h ailand  and C hina rem ain u n con v in ced  and strict con tro ls  rem ain requiring o ffic ia l 
tourist v isa s  stam p ed  in o ffic ia l p assp orts.

T here is c lear  e v id e n c e  that C h ina is not n ego tia tin g  on  the issu e  o f  a sp ecia l Entry- 
E xit perm it v isa . A  report in the M an ager  n ew sp ap er said  that “ in the past C h in ese  lo ca l 
authorities [in  Y u n n an  p rov in ce] a llo w e d  this typ e o f  E ntry-E xit p erm it v isa , and en cou raged  
p eo p le  to u se it. It w a s  u sed  for a lo n g  tim e. The u se o f  th is v isa  en d ed  w h en  a Thai o ffic ia l  
ask ed  B e ijin g  ab ou t th is sp ec ia l p erm it. O nce the central C h in ese  go vern m en t w a s m ade  
aw are o f  the sp ec ia l perm it, its further use w a s forb idden . T h is  v isa  is still not a llo w ed

tod a y .”89

T h is situ a tion  su g g ests  that C h ina is a lso  con cern  about the u se o f  th is typ e o f  sp ec ia l 
v isa . E asy  p a ssa g e  for T hai p eo p le  into C hina w ou ld  not be g o o d  for C hina. It is currently  
not ea sy  for T h ai tou rists to  enter C hina . D uring the fie ld  w ork , the researcher found that the  
p rocess to en ter C hina through the D a lu o  ch eck p oin t qu ite strict— stricter than for C h in ese  
c o m in g  to T h ailan d . Thai tou rists n eed  to provid e their n am e, su rn am e, passport exp iration  
date, and v isa  num ber to C h in ese  authorities at least 15 d ay s in ad v an ce  o f  cro ssin g  the 
border. T h en  w h ile  p a ssin g  through the gate, o ffic ia ls  w ill c h e c k  the nam e, surnam e, and

87 Than. “Development Dilemmas,” p. 116.
88 Vorasakdi Mahatdhanobol, C h in ese  W om en in the Thai sex  tra d e . (Bangkok: Institute of Asian 

Studies, Chulalongkom University, 1998).
89“Tourism gets benefits from Thai-China road,” M a n a g er1 (2 July 2004).



v isa  num ber to com p are w ith  the list received  in advance; it tak es at lea st ten m in u tes to 
p rocess on e p erson . T h e purpose for th ese  strict controls is to  p reven tin g  illega l m ov em en t  
into C hina.

T here are a lso  strict con tro ls in p lace for p eop le  from  M yanm ar entering C hina  
through th is ch eck p o in t. In gen era l, M yanm ar c itizen s are not a llo w ed  to pass through this  
gate into C hina; it is o n ly  resid en ts o f  K eng T ung p rov in ce w h ich  are a llo w ed  to p ass in 
order to v is it  their  re la tives on the C hina sid e. T h ese  strict ru les are in p lace  to prevent 
illega l m igration  into C hina.

T h u s, C h in a  is a lso  con cern ed  about w ith  security issu e s  w h ich  m ay result from  other  
m em b er co u n tr ies  o f  the E co n o m ic  Q uadrangle a lon g  the road.

T h ese  p rob lem s are very  real, and there are serious n eg a tiv e  co n se q u e n c e s  to op en in g  
up any border. In th is particular situ ation , these p rob lem s a ffe c t  the road in that usage lev e ls  
rem ain lo w  b eca u se  o f  strict borders con tro ls. T hus, there w ill  n eed  to be m ore coop eration  
am on g  EQ  m em b er  cou n tries (T h ailan d , L aos, M yanm ar, and C h ina) in see k in g  appropriate 
so lu tio n s and m easu res to preven t m is-u se  o f  the road w h ile  p rom otin g  p o s it iv e  usage.

5.) Local villager utilization
O n e p u rp ose  o f  eco n o m ic  coop eration  is to  create in creased  in co m es and w e ll-b e in g  

for p eo p le  o f  m em b er cou n tries. T h u s, in order to exam in e  u tiliza tion  o f  the T ach ilek  -  K en g  
T u n g -  M o n g la  road, it is inherent to study the u sage o f  p eo p le  w h o  live  a lo n g  the road and  
an a ly ze  any e f fe c ts  (both  p o sitiv e  and n ega tive) that th ese  lo ca l v illa g ers  fa ce  b ecau se o f  the  
road.90

5.1. Utilization for travel
5.1.1. Before the road’s construction

In sp ea k in g  w ith  e ig h t v illa g ers , the researcher found that in the past residents did not 
prefer to travel b y car. D u e to the road 's very poor con d ition , cars w o u ld  o ften  b ecom e stuck.
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90 The researcher arranged a special in-depth interview session at the Thai Mae Sai border with eight 
residents who live along the road. The results of these interviews are significant in that they reflect the 
effects of the road and development on the local people and the area.
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B efore  the road w a s  im p roved , it w as an unpaved, dirt road w h ich  w a s  very  dusty during the 
dry sea so n  and very  m u d dy during the rainy seaso n , m aking travel by an y  typ e o f  car very  
d ifficu lt. W hen travelin g  by car, the w h e e ls  w o u ld  often  g e t stu ck  in the m ud, and 
p assen gers w o u ld  need  to get out and push the car several t im es  throu gh ou t any jou rn ey . 
B ec a u se  o f  th ese  d if fic u ltie s  in travelin g  by car, v illa gers u su a lly  ju s t  w a lk ed  from  tow n  to 
tow n . For very  lo n g  jo u r n e y s , they  w o u ld  travel by car, but i f  it w a s n ot'too  far to w alk , they  
a lw a y s  preferred to w a lk . O n e v illa g er  indicated  that he u su ally  w a lk ed , o ften  m ore than 20  
m iles . H e said , “ In the past, I u su a lly  w alk ed  to K en g  T ung, thou gh  I to o k  the car som etim es. 
T he road w a s in bad con d itio n . Cars u su a lly  go t stu ck  in the m ud and it cou ld  take up to e igh t  
hours to get to  our d estin a tio n .”91 T hus, regardless o f  w hether v illa g ers  w a lk ed  or used  a car, 
it o ften  took  the sam e am ou nt o f  tim e.

A n oth er reason  v illa g ers  preferred to w a lk  in the past is b eca u se  o f  the lack o f  
d ifferen t typ es o f  transportation . T h ey  w alk ed  b ecau se  m any o f  the v e h ic le s  that did travel 
a lo n g  th e road w ere  for transporting products and not p eop le . I f  th ey  w an ted  to take a car, 
th ey  w o u ld  n eed  to  w a it  for a lon g  tim e. O ne v illa g er  w h o  liv e s  ab out f iv e  m ile s  aw ay from  
T a L ehr said , “B e fo r e  the road w a s built, w e  u su a lly  w a lk ed  to p la ces . It so m etim es  to o k  a

very  lo n g  tim e b efo re  any v e h ic le  w o u ld  p ass .”^2 R ather than w a stin g  tim e w a itin g  for hours, 
p eo p le  s im p ly  preferred to w alk .

5.1.2. After the road’s construction
A fter road w a s con stru cted , th ese  tw o  p rob lem s— poor road co n d itio n s  and lack o f  

av a ila b le  transportation— h av e  been  addressed . V e h ic le s  no lon ger  b eco m e  stu ck  in the m ud  
as the n e w  road w a s con stru cted  u sin g  asphalt and it is su itab le to  drive q u ick ly  n ow  w ith  no  
p rob lem s. T h is sa v e s  a lot o f  tim e w h en  driving, m ak in g  it m uch faster than w a lk in g  n ow .

N o w  v illa g ers  o n ly  w a lk  for very  short d istan ces, as cars are n o w  the preferred  
m ethod  o f  transport b eca u se  it is so  m uch easier  and co n v en ien t n ow . H ow ever , m ost 
v illa g ers  do not h ave their o w n  cars and so  they  u se  public  v e h ic le s  for their  transportation. 
M ost v illa g ers  u se b ic y c le s  w ith in  their v illa g es . S o m e  a lso  h ave m o to rcy c le s , but it is on ly  
the w ea lth ier  v illa g ers  w h o  are able to afford  this lu xury .93 In a m ed iu m -sized  v illa g e  tod ay ,

91 Interview with village informant, 29 June 2005.
92 Interview with village informant.
93 T ra ve lin g  in  K en g  Tung. p. 48.
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there are approxim ately ten m otorcycles. Since road construction was com pleted, however, 
there are increasing numbers o f  people buying m otorcycles; m otorcycles are now much less 
expensive than they were before as they are imported from China.94

W hile m ost veh icles using the road in the past were transporting products, today there 
are now many options available for public transportation o f  people. This public 
transportation system  is much more up to date than in the past and has led to an increase in 
the number o f  people w ho travel along the road. Data from the field  survey found that there 
are three main types o f  passenger transportation along the road.

1. T a x i s .  There are about 200 taxis which travel from the Tachilek depot to Keng Tung, 
and another 50 taxis traveling from Keng Tung to M ongla daily.

2. B u s e s .  T w o buses leave daily.

3. P i c k - u p s  ( H i l u x ) .  There are over 100 H iluxes. Som e receive a special government 
subsidy for gas because they support the military in providing transportation when  
requested. Because o f  these subsidies, these pick-ups are available for a much lower 
price. Local villagers call this kind o f  car a “Siyaga.” It costs about 1,000 -  2,000  
Kyatt per person to travel from Tachilek to Keng Tung (about 40  Baht).

5.1.3. Frequency of utilization
W hile the road is much easier to use since it was developed and improved, in 

interviews with local villagers, it appears that the local people still do not use the road very 
often; they travel only when they absolutely must. Exam ples o f  reasons they would travel 
include going out to buy necessary products, visiting relatives, or going to the doctor. One 
local farmer said. 'T h e  road has been available for US to use for tw o years already, but I don’t 
get to use it often. I only travel when I have to leave town or w hen I have to go to buy som e 
necessary products. I have five children so I do not have time to go p laces.”95 This farmer

94 As mentioned earlier, motorcycles imported from China are cheaper compared to motorcycles from 
Thailand. Motorcycles from Thailand cost one million Kyatts, but those from China cost just one hundred 
thousand Kyatts. Thus, motorcycles have become much more popular due to the availability of less 
expensive models and the improved road. This information is indicated by Sai Aung Min, Charoen Pokphand 
(CP), Myanmar.

95 Interview with village informant.
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did not see the road or its improvement as having anything to do with him or his livelihood. 
Despite living c lose to the main road which is not paved, he sim ply did not have the time to 
use it. His tim e was consum ed with farming in order to support his fam ily. Another middle- 
aged villager w ho m akes less than one thousand Baht a month said, “ I have only com e to 
Tachilek once [for this interview]. I don’t com e here unless I have to.” 96 Traveling means 
more expenses, so if  it is not necessary villagers w ill not go out as they prefer to save their 
already limited incom e. That being said, however, the m iddle-aged man was still pleased  
with the new  road, even though he does not have a chance or reason to use it. He shared 
further, “I like the asphalt road and the rock. It looks beautiful and refreshing. There is 
nothing I do not like about the road because there have never been any problems with it.”

5.1.4. Reasons for limited use
There are various reasons why the road has not been popular with local villagers.

5.1.4.1. More restrictions on passage
At present (after road was fully constructed), the governm ent is much stricter in 

enforcing traveling procedures. In the past, the villagers did not have to carry their personal 
identification cards, but now  they must carry it with them at all tim es. Som e villagers feel 
afraid with the strict rules at the checkpoints. Kuensai Jaiyen indicated that villagers are 
afraid soldiers w ill do more than sim ply check their identification, such ask for m oney or not 
allow  them to pass. Thus, local villagers do not travel much unless they have to. 
U n d e r c u r r e n t s  m agazine suggested that “At each checkpoint all passengers must get down  
from their veh icles and display their identity cards and any other required docum ents, and at 
each custom s point the driver must sign papers. If a driver or passenger does anything to 
upset the checkpoint officer, they w ill suffer consequences. Som etim es authorities take the 
car by force and drive it away or demand free labor.” 97 So the more local villagers travel, 
the higher their chances o f  encountering these types o f  negative consequences o f  using the 
road.

96 Interview with village informant.
97 J.F., “Undercurrent Monitoring,” p. 13.
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5.1.4.2. Low income

The daily life o f  local villagers is such that it does not encourage regular use o f  the 
road. M ost villagers w ho live along the road are involved with subsistence agriculture to 
support their ow n fam ilies and hom es. They do not produce large quantities o f  products for 
re-sale, they operate sim ple farms or orchards. This type o f  work provides for the immediate 
needs o f  their fam ilies, but brings in very low  incom es. In addition, som e villagers who live 
on nearby h ills have even less land available to farm and so they grow  rice on the hillsides. 
This type o f  h illside rice cultivation is rather popular since much o f  the road passes through 
these hills, and thus, m ost o f  the local villagers live and work in these hills. So most do not 
have much land even for rice farming, especially those living near the foot o f  the mountain.

The incom es generated through these limited agricultural activities are enough for 
fam ilies to survive. A ll o f  their excess income is saved to support their children’s education 
since education fees are very high and the government does not provide any type o f  support.

“Som e fam ilies have two children which w ill cost them 20 ,000  Baht a year per child 
(500 ,000  Kyatts) [for education]. In one year these people make 100,000 Kyatts which is not 
enough to send their children to school.” In this situation parents need to spend years saving  
enough m oney to send their children to school. Because o f  these financial realities, villagers 
w ill not spend m oney to use public transportation on the road unless it is absolutely 
necessary.

5.1.4.3. Higher transportation fees
In addition to restrictions on passage and low  incom es, the cost o f  traveling along the 

road is increasing. One villager indicated, “In the past it was only 3 ,000  Kyatts to travel in a 
Hilux truck; now adays it is 4 ,000  K yatts.”98 The H ilux is considered the cheapest mode o f  
transportation, but the cost o f  taking a Hilux is up 30%. Increases in transportation costs 
impacts the w ell-being o f  villagers, w hose average incom e from day labor is just 200 -  500  
Kyatt ( 1 0 - 2 5  Baht) per day.99

98 Interview with village informant.
99 Interview villager from Mong Yawn township. 24 June 2005.



The villagers believe that the increase in price is because o f  the growing number o f  
checkpoints. V illagers said, “Before there were just a few  checkpoints, but now there are 
several. That is the reason why the cost o f  traveling is more exp en sive.” 100 The Hong Pang 
com pany tollgates are exam ples o f  additional checkpoints that have been added. According 
to villagers, “In the past, there were no weight tollgates, but right now  they exist.” 101

After road construction was com pleted, fees for using the road increased as the 
number o f  checkpoints, both legal (H ong Pang tollgates) and illegal (w ooden bars), also 
increased. Som e local villagers accept the higher prices and consider the benefits o f  the 
new ly constructed road. The reason for this is that they do not have to stay overnight while 
walking long distances anymore. Before the road was finished, they would need to stay 
overnight along the route, which made the trip more expensive. One villager said, “When the 
road was not done, w e had to pay to stay over night. We had to pay 60 -  70 Baht, including 
the overnight lodging costs. N o w  w e pay only 40 Baht.” 102 Another villager said, “The road 
is better than before. There is no longer a need to spend the night som ew here during the 
trip.” 103

M any villagers are affected by the increased price in traveling. One villager said, “I 
like the fact that the road is in much better condition. It is really helpful when w e are sick. 
But I don’t like the higher price o f  transportation. I am not happy about that at all.” 104 
These rising costs are especially  difficult for local villagers who make just 200 -  500 Kyatt 
(10 -  25 Baht) per day; any increase in the cost o f  transportation is very troublesom e for 
them.
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Based on results o f  this research, it appears that the decision as to whether or not local 
villagers choose to use the road is purely a financial decision; it is not related to convenience. 
Villagers concede that the cost is reasonable when traveling long distances such as to Keng 
Tung or Taunggy, since they do not have to spend extra m oney to stay overnight. But for 
those villagers traveling short distances like to Tachilek, prices are not so reasonable.

100 Interview with village informant.
101 Interview with village informant.
102 Interview with village informant.
103 Interview with village informant.
104 Interview with village informant.



5.2. Utilization for trade
5.2.1. Exports

The road has encouraged increased exports to Thailand and even China. There are 
increased numbers o f  m iddlem en who provide products to Thai buyers. Many o f  the 
m iddlem en are Shan merchants w ho purchase products from local villagers. These 
merchants have special perm ission from the government to transport large amounts o f  
products for exports; local villagers are not allow ed to do this. A  higher amount o f  trade is 
good in that it allow s local villagers the opportunity to sell more o f  their products; it can 
increase som e v illager’s incom e.

H ow ever, there are also som e negatives aspects to this. In the past, villagers were 
able to deliver their goods directly to Thai buyers at the Tachilek checkpoint, without using a 
middleman. Som e villagers directly transported their goods to sell at the Tachilek bridge. 
But with the M yanmar governm ent being more strict in enforcing export regulations (without 
a license, people are not allow ed to export), it is now  much more difficult to local villagers to 
sell their products directly to the Thai market. The middlemen do have governm ent licenses 
to sell and export products, w hich generated a lot o f  incom e for them. The villagers, 
how ever, suffer in that they are no longer able to determine the price at w hich they sell their 
products. Rather, they are forced to sell to m iddlem en at a fixed price w hich is often much 
lower than normal. This middleman system  also limits the amount o f  stock that villagers can 
carry; i f  they exceed  the quota they must pay a bribe. Thus, local villagers are now  
com peting with m iddlem en. The villagers are often limited in the amount o f  sales they are 
able to conduct because they do not have vehicles to transport their goods.

Thus, the only w ay to avoid these problems is to sell products to middlemen who 
com e directly to their villages. These middlemen buy and sell products using fixed prices 
that are not negotiable. V illagers must sell their products, even  though the asking price is 
very low. One villager shared that “since the road has been finished, I earn less. The big 
truck just com es and buys our products. We can not start out ow n businesses because w e do 
not have perm ission. W e have to be patient because w e can not sell the m angos across the 
bridge. In the past w e could sell mangos at the border for 7 -  8 Baht per kilogram, but not it 
is just 1 Baht per kilogram [for the middlement]. N o w  that the road is good, people who
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have perm ission w ill com e and buy all o f  our products.” 105 Another villager said, “The road 
is better— it’s easier to travel and easier to do business. We have som e m oney left, but w e  
are changing only a little.” 106 Thus, w hile trade is improving for m iddlem en and business 
owners, this is not true for local villagers who are seeing their profits fall because o f  non- 
negotiable prices from middlemen.

5.2.2. Imports
Since the road has been com pleted, there are more shops and products available in 

Myanmar w hich sell items imported from Thailand and China; m ost o f  these imported 
products are food. There are more Chinese and Thai products w hich are imported into the 
Myanmar market. Som e prohibited products are also easy to find in general shops in villages 
or in K eng Tung. The role o f  the black market is to carry these prohibited items across the 
river and is a normal part o f  trade with Myanmar. After the road w as com pleted, there were 
more Chinese and Thai products available in Myanmar shops. The Myanmar government 
has attempted to sell products in the area as w ell. During field  observation, the researcher 
found that there were ten empty trucks, traveling to Yangon to pick up consumer and 
industrial products to sell to Keng Tung; it takes about one month for these trucks to make 
the journey from Yangon. H ow ever, these Myanmar products are not popular. Villagers 
have said the local products are cheap and o f  low  quality. Thai products are favored over 
these local products.

W hile the amount o f  products available in local shops is increasing, the number o f  
consumers remains very low. V illagers indicated that many o f  these products are not 
necessities, and since local incom es remain quite low, there is no interest in purchasing 
unnecessary items. In order to increase local consumer purchase o f  these imported products, 
it w ill be necessary to first develop local villagers standard o f  living and incom e levels so 
that they w ill able to afford the products. Regardless o f  how well-constructed the road is, the 
econom y and trade within Myanmar w ill not be affected if  locals continue to live day-to-day. 
In fact, the situation may worsen over time and middlemen take aw ay the little profit that 
villagers were able to make previously.

105 Interview with village informant.
106 Interview with village informant.



5.3 Impacts of the road’s construction
5.3.1. Increased migration

With the new  and improved road, migration is now much easier. In the past, local 
villagers would migrate because o f  the civil unrest and violence w hich drove people from the 
mountains to seek  shelter elsew here. One exam ple o f  this is the Akha minority group. This 
group originated high in the hills o f  Myanmar. A s a result o f  the many rebellions in 
Myanmar, there was the rear o f  civil unrest and the Akha slow ly began to relocate away from  
the mountains. They remain in the thick forests, about five kilom eters from the road. This 
new location is still consider very remote and cannot be reached by automobile; there is no 
trade with outsiders.

With the construction o f  the road and the opening o f  the Shan State in 1992, many 
villagers chose to m ove again. In speaking with the same group o f  Akha, they indicated that 
they first settled in the nearby hills and the com m unity consisted o f  48 houses. There are 
now  just 16 houses remaining. M ost o f  the villagers have all m oved to Keng Tung and 
Tachilek in M yanmar or Chiang Rai and Chiang Mai in Thailand. O f those who remain, 
none are betw een 1 0 - 2 5  years o f  age. This age group has all left to work, and som e have 
been able to escape to Thailand. One Akha villager said, “Som e w om en becam e maids, but 
som e have disappeared and were not heard from again.” There is a lot o f  this type o f  out­
migration o f  the younger generation throughout the Shan State. In addition, large numbers o f  
young girls and w om en disappear and are not heard from. This is an area o f  concern.

Thailand and Myanmar have spent much time already in d iscussing the need for 
stricter laws to com bat human trafficking, but despite this, the problem persists. In 1997, the 
State Peace and D evelopm ent Council (SPD C) ordered that no girls under 25 years old were 
allow ed to travel to border town without a special certificate from military intelligence; this 
did little to curb the flow  o f  human trafficking. Later in 2004 , a new , stricter law against 
trafficking was issued. H ow ever, traffickers worked around this new  law by sim ply 
increasing “travel fees.” There has been a significant increase in the cost o f  the Keng Tung -  
Tachilek trip w hich now  costs 5,000 -  6,000 Baht. The increased cost is due to the higher 
costs for bribing checkpoint officials. These “fees” are increasing on the Thai side as well. 
For exam ple, to travel from Mae Sai to Bangkok used to cost about 5 ,000  -  8,000 Baht, but it 
is not over 10,000 Baht. The laws and regulations have done little to lower the incidences o f  
trafficking and illegal migration, as numbers remain more or less steady. On 7 Novem ber
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2003, 21 w om en, 12 o f  which were under the age o f  18, were pleading their cases in a 
Chiang Mai court after being taken from area brothels. During that month alone, forty 
wom en and girls were taken from area brothels, and nearly all were M yanm ar.107

Thanet surveyed the Econom ic Quadrangle in 1993 and found that “over 40,000  
wom en in K eng Tung cam e to Thailand to work, m ostly as prostitutes (both intentionally and 
unintentionally).” 108 The above number was calculated in 1993 w hen Myanmar opened its 
borders to its neighbors for the first time. It has been ten years since then and transportation 
is now  much more w idely available. Thus, there are currently many more immigrants 
com ing across the border.

5.3.1.1 M ovem ent fro m  highlands to low lands
Research show s that after road was com pleted, many highlanders m oved from the 

mountains down villages near the road, others who belonged to the sam e ethnic groups often  
made the m ove also to stay together. This type o f  m ovem ent is especia lly  com m on today 
during the summer months. These newcom ers first m eet w ith v illage leaders to ask 
perm ission to stay and learn the rules o f  the village. If  v illage leader and com m ittee agree, 
then the highlands migrants are allowed to settle join  the com m unity.

This issue seem s to suggest that the new  road attracts people from the surrounding 
hillsides. If this trend continues, community along the road w ill becom e more and more 
congested as tim e passes and in-migration continues. One issue w hich is important is that o f  
natural resources. The amount o f  resources remains the same, but the number o f  people 
accessing these resources is growing. One exam ple o f  limited natural resources is land for 
farming. One villager said, “N o w  there is not enough space to raise buffaloes or cow s  
because so many people have com e in and claim ed the land.” This problem puts the area in 
an econom ic deadlock because there is a shortage o f  available jobs and resources. This is an 
issue w hich w ill need to be addressed by local as w ell as national leaders as this type o f  
econom ic barrier pushes villagers into migrating to other countries.

107 J.F., “Undercurrent Monitoring,” p.7.
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5.3 .1 .2  M ovem ent to larger towns
Many people are also m oving to larger towns. Som e villagers staying near Tachilek 

were able to secure supplemental work such as cutting bamboo trees or making charcoal. 
This extra work led to increased w ell-being for these villagers. Subsequently, others moved 
to larger tow ns seeking a better quality o f  life as w ell. For those villagers living near Keng 
Tung, how ever, farm work remains the primary occupation. For this reasons, there are few  
people left in these villages.

One village m oved from a remote area to stay closer to the main road in 1987 because 
o f  the lim its on their econom ic growth when they stayed far from the road. Living far from  
the road and far from facilities leads to econom ic hardship and poverty for many villagers. 
They have no incom e to support them selves and must borrow m oney i f  they became sick. 
One villager said, “Som e fam ilies have two children which cost them 20 ,000  Baht (500,000  
Kyatts) a year per person [for education]. In one year these people make 100,000 Kyatts 
w hich is not enough to send their children to school. In this situation the fam ily must m ove to 
the city to send their children to school.” Thus, more are more people are m oving to larger 
towns like K eng Tung and Tachilek.

5.3 .1 .3  M ovem ent to neighboring  countries
M oving to Thailand or China provides good opportunities for migrants; this type o f  

m ovem ent is very widespread. People already living along the road have a tendency to m ove 
to more developed areas such as Mae Sai, Chiang Rai, or Chiang Mai (all in Thailand) or to 
the Chinese border. U yi, a man from Keng Tung, is 78 years old and works in N oi Nor 
temple. He has tw o grandchildren— one working in Chiang Rai, Thailand and the other 
working in Talor, near the Chinese border.108 109 Locals prefer to send their children to work 
elsew here because o f  the better econom ic opportunities available in other areas. If they 
remain in their hom e village, there is no work or opportunity for them to advance.

5 .3 .1 .4  M ovem ent to o th er countries
A Myanmar guide indicated that today people do not only m ove to Chiang Rai, 

Chiang Mai or Bangkok in Thailand, but many people now also m ove to further destinations

108 Ibid., Undercurrent, p. 47.
109 Chareonmuang, “Thai-Myanmar-Laos-China: Quadrangle o f Economics, Quadrangle o f Culture,

p. 47.
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like M alaysia and Singapore. Singapore is a favorite destination because the salaries are 
higher and villagers are able to send more home to their fam ilies in Myanmar. This guide 
also said, “You can com e during Songkran (the Thai and Shan N ew  Year festival in mid- 
April) and w ill see many workers com ing home to visit their fam ilies— many o f  them com e  
from Singapore.”

M igration is becom ing another serious aspect o f  Econom ic Quadrangle cooperation. 
If the econom ic situation in Myanmar does not change, the number o f  migrants is likely to 
remain steady, if  not increase. Som e minority groups have said, “the steady migration o f  
people from rural v illages in eastern Shan State down to Tachilek, and across into Thailand 
in search o f  work is caused by extortion and other abuses by the SPD C .” Few young people 
remain in m ost o f  the rural villages in the greater Tachilek area. Increasing numbers o f  
beggars from across the border are now to be seen in Mae Sai, Thailand.110 W hile migration  
solves the problem o f  lack o f  incom e for local villagers, it creates a new  set o f  problems for 
receiving countries. M igration is an issue which w ill require the cooperation o f  all involved  
countries in order to be effectively  addressed.

5.3.2 Changes in livelihood
5.3.2.1. Increased numbers of accidents

In the past, living along the road was less problematic. A t that tim e, if  a vehicle his a 
villager’s buffalo, the driver could not flee because o f  the bad condition o f  road. The driver 
would then be responsible for the loss. H owever, with the improved road condition, drivers 
are now able to easily  flee accidents.

Due to reckless drivers, the road is not always safe and there is the constant threat o f  
traffic accidents. V illagers must now cross the road with extra caution, especially when 
crossing with their water buffaloes. One villager said he needed to be very careful when 
crossing the street, and take special care o f  his buffaloes when crossing as w ell. When asked 
why he did not report accidents to the police, he indicated that the process o f  reporting 
accidents is a very long one because o f  com plex regulations, and it is much better to not 
report.

1 10J.F., “Aftershock along Burma’s Mekong.”
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5.3.2.2. Strict regulations
There are strict regulations which must be follow ed by villagers living along the road. 

Villagers must ensure that their buffaloes do not defecate on the road. H ong Pang Company 
staff check regularly. V illagers must keep the road clear; i f  not, an HP officer is certain to 
com e. More recently, however, the officers are more lax and rarely com e to check, so 
villagers do not worry so much anymore.

It appears that since the Hong Pang Company constructed the road, it has authority in 
maintaining and enforcing regulations concerning the road. A nyone who w ishes to do 
anything with the road must seek permission from Hong Pang, not the Myanmar government.

5.3.2.3. A new culture
Thanet has said, “The influence o f  capitalism has com e from M ae Sai into Keng Tung 

like an uncontrollable storm. The people o f  Keng Tung used to live sim ple lives, but now you  
can see the changes through posters and calendars, which influence the lifestyles o f  the 
people living here.” 111 Changes in the econom y and led to subsequent changes in the culture 
o f  the Shan State. There is a grow ing capitalist influence from Thailand. The younger 
generation is far more interested in a fast-paced modern culture than the ancient, quiet culture 
o f  their roots.

There have been other changes since the road was com pleted. There are more and 
more younger people w ho drive their motorbikes from Tachilek to K eng Tung for traveling. 
W omen dress much less m odestly wearing things like spaghetti-strap dresses. W omen also 
ride m otorbikes from village to village along the road. These changes are seen to be slow ly  
eroding the ancient, quiet culture o f  their origins. These changes have the older generation o f  
villagers worried that this new culture w ill spread into the suburbs and the younger 
generation w ill be like that w hich they have never seen before. Thus, the road has also lead to 
the easier spread o f  capitalism  which has been a m echanism  in bringing materialism and self- 
centeredness to the local society. The young generation wants faster cars and nicer clothes, 
which is w hy there are so many cheap m otorcycles from China sold in K eng Tung.

111 Thanet Chareonmuang, “Thai-Myanmar-Laos-China: Quadrangle o f Economics, Quadrangle of 
Culture, p. 47.
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Another exam ple o f  a new culture that is spreading along the route o f  the road is Thai 
popular songs. D iscotheques in Keng Tung stay up to date and play the latest Thai songs. 
This influence spread quickly and easily into the previously quiet Keng Tung. It is very easy  
now for shop ow ners to ask drivers to go to Tachilek and find out w hich songs are popular 
and have them buy CD s. Shop owners in Keng Tung w ill get their new  songs within a day 
now because o f  the improved road conditions and the ease o f  travel. This is an exam ple o f  
how  the local culture is changing because o f  increased capitalist influences. These influences 
are invading local M yanmar culture via the Econom ic Quadrangle route. A lso  significant is 
that this new  culture has not only spread into the downtown areas o f  K eng Tung, but has also 
permeated to outlying suburbs and villages as w ell.
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