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ABSTRACT 

 

Mekong border trade is currently undergoing a period of change where many 

agencies across the borders have been impacted physically and structurally. This 

research takes a critical look into the transborder trade operations between Thailand 

and Laos with the focus on the riverine activities along the Mekong border, and at its 

related towns of Chiang Khong in Thailand and Houaysai and Luang Prabang in Laos. 

By exploring several changes and adaptation that has occurred at the subregional, 

national, and local levels, it shows how the pragmatic practices of negotiation among 

different actors have been performed within the Greater Mekong Subregion (GMS) 

trade regime. Moreover, it shows the contested significance and meaning of the river 

border that are being defined and challenged by varied agencies at different times and 

levels.  

In addition, this research is aimed to depict the successes and failures of 

negotiation of each trade-related agency. The research employs certain cases for the 

analysis of border practical and ideological negotiations, such as the construction of a 

new deep-water port, the emergence of customs brokers and new generations of Thai 
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grocery suppliers, the evasion of Mekhong whisky to the new arrival Lancang beer in 

Chiang Khong, and the establishment of Chinese market in Houaysai, Laos. With such 

study cases of local practices under the dynamics of rapid trade and river development, 

it seeks to express the shifting power relations within trade regulations. Furthermore, 

the study brings to light the specific case of the Lao long-distance river traders and 

their itinerant operation along the course of the Mekong river and across the line of 

Mekong border. The case shows how the traders can negotiate with other agencies and 

with the new-implemented structure both in the trade regulatory regime and with the 

illicit operation of night smuggling of goods in Luang Prabang. Lastly, it illustrates 

the lives of river borderlanders’ relations and identities that form the significant part 

of transborder trade in Mekong border riverscape.   

The research found that the complex trade relations based on social 

connections across the border have placed different agencies on both sides of the 

border in different positions where they can make use of unequal power relations 

differently. It showed that border is not a homogenous space, but filled with assorted 

social strata of people.  Hence the implementation of any border regulation would 

impact people distinctively. It further argues that within the transitional period of 

cross-border trade regulation, while some people can manipulate their own social and 

other sorts of capitals to further benefit themselves, still there are also others who have 

been left behind and marginalized from the new implementation of GMS regulation 

and local control. The Mekong as both a border and the river is a unique space where 

people make use of its border porosity and fluidity of river for their livelihood in 

many aspects. The Mekong traders are not only a part of the border riverscape, but 

also active agents in defining and redefining the significance of the Mekong itself 

though their own identity construction. 
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