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ABSTRACT

Tonpheung district is one of the poorest areas in Bo Kaeo Province, Lao
PDR. Khuan village is one of the villages in the town, and the majority of the local
households there rely on farming and gardening to meet their daily subsistence needs.
Lao PDR is in the process of an important transition to a market-oriented economy,
and the government has applied strategies to develop natural resources and deal with
the economic flows from those resources, in order to improve infrastructure in rural
areas, especially around the border, by constructing Special Economic Zones (SEZs).
Therefore, this study tries to understand the ways in which one of these SEZs has
shaped and changed the border landscape in Tonpheung District, and to explore the
affects of the new economic enterprises on the locals’ livelihoods. I investigate how
the different economic backgrounds of the villagers have affected the ways in which
they have adapted to their new livelihoods, and how the SEZ has led them to transfer
their land to the investors, plus the negotiating tactics used regarding resettlement
compensation. Therefore, | identify how the local people in Tonpheung District have
adapted to the development schemes within the SEZ, and what the implications have
been for their lives.

This study shows that the emergence of the SEZ in the study area has

changed Tonpheung district into a commercial border area, one which was once



Vi

focused on agriculture. The area is now half focused on agriculture and half on trade,
plus has become a tourist area, one changed by the Chinese investors introduced by
the SEZ. Nowadays, the agricultural center is no longer located around the local
border, as the area is now a tourist center instead. The Tonphueng landscape is now
subject to new regulations, and is dominated by the Chinese — the main actors in the
area. The study area is now also full of Chinese, Thai and Lao tourists; whereas,
previously, the key local actors were the local villagers — but they are now workers at
the casino.

The families in the area can be classified into three, based on their levels of
capital: (1) the well-off families, (2) middle-income families, and (3) the poor
families, and these groups have had to adapt beyond their previous resource levels in
order to deal with the changes that have taken place. In terms of the villagers’
adaptation strategies having lost their land, | found that the elite group, one with lots
of financial and social capital and with good relations with the company, have been
able to find jobs quite easily.

Even though the villagers tried to negotiate with the local and central
government in order to stop or delay the move, they did not succeed, so after that tried
to negotiate to get as much compensation as possible, because they had little time to
adapt to the new situation. However, they received less than the market rate for their
land, plus the local government played a very small role in the negotiation process. As
a result, the villagers were left having to negotiate with the Chinese company by
themselves, plus the legal framework did not help them receive the appropriate level

of compensation.
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