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ETHNIC MINORITIES IN SPECIAL ECONOMIC ZONES:

THE KAREN ON THAI-BURMESE BORDER

The soon-to-be established Mae Sot Special Economic Zone on the border of Thailand and
Mpyanmar provides a troubling but potentially useful framework to study the issues of ethnic con-
[flict management in the regions of active economic cooperation. The Mae Sot SEZ is a major pro-
Jject of Thai government that is an integral part of the larger projects of Asia Highway 1 and the
ASEAN Economic Community. While this project has the potential to permanently change Thai-
Burmese relations, neither Thai government, nor ASEAN has taken into consideration the long-
standing conflict between the Burmese and the Karen, and how it can impact the development of
this SEZ. Historical and contextual analysis shows that the Karen insurgents have always played a
crucial role in Thai- Burmese relations, and have become a powerful interest group with the poten-
tial to influence, or even derail, future economic cooperation between Thailand and Myanmar.
Keywords: Special Economic Zone (SEZ); Thailand; ethnic conflict; ASEAN; Karen; insurgents;
Myanmar.
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Cipinsa CipisiHyn
ETHIYHI MEHIIIMHU HA TEPUTOPII CIIEIIIATbBHUX
EKOHOMIYHMUMX 30H: HA ITPUKJIA/II KAPEHOB
HA TAICBKO-M’STHMAHCBKOMY KOPIOHI

Y cmammi onucano nepcnexmueu ynkuionysanma cneuiaavHoi exonomivnoi 3onu Mae
Com na xopooni Tainandy ma M’aumu 3 ypaxyeanHam Moywcaueocmeil 6pe2yir08aHHs emHiMHO20
Kxougaixmy ¢ pecioni. CE3 Mae Com — odun 3 karouosux npoexmis ypsioy Tairanoy, a maxoxc
eaemenm Giavuux pezionaavnux npoexmie — «Azis Illocce 1» ma Exonomiunoi cniedpyscnocmi
ACEAH. Jlosedeno, wo ueti npoexm moxce 3HAUHO 3MIHUMU MACbKO-M AHMAHCHKI 6I0HOCUHU,
axwo Tainand ma ACEAH gizomyniv 00 yéazu 00620mpusanuii KOHQAIKM Midc Kapenamu ma Gip-
Manysamu, a maxKoxc 020 MoicAueull éniueé na cmanosaenns ma pozeumorx CE3. Icmopuunuii
ma KOHMeKCMYyaibHuli anaiiz 0eMOHCMPYE, w0 O0U0BUKU KapeH 6I0iparontv 3HaA4HY poab 6 pe2io-
HI ma maromo 6i0N0GIOHULI nomeruyial, woo nocnpusmu nooaILUOMY eKOHOMIMHOMY CRnigpobim-
nuymeay Tainandy ma M’aumu abo naenaxu — nepemkooxcamu iio2o po3eumxy.
Karouosi caosa: cneyianvra exornomiuna 3ona (CE3); Tainanod; emuiunuii xongnixm; ACEAH;
Kapenu; obotiosuxu, M’auma.
Jim. 21.

Cupuns CupusiHyH
OTHUYECKUE MEHBIHINHCTBA HA TEPPUTOPUN

CHEIIUAJTBHBIX DPKOHOMWYECKHNX 30H: HA IPUMEPE
KAPEHOB HA TAICKO-MbSIHMAHCKOW 'PAHULIE

B cmamve onucanvt nepcnexmuest QyHKUUOHUPOBAHUS CREUUAALHOU IKOHOMUHECKOU 30HbL
Mae Com na epanuue Tauaanoa u Mosumot ¢ y4émom 603MoxucHOCHET yPe2yaupo8anus Snuu4e-
K020 Konaukma é pecuone. CH3 Mae Com — 00un u3 Ka04€bix NPOEKMOe NPasuneabCmed
Tausanoa, a maxxice s1emenm 0Goavuwiux pezuoHaavbHoIX npoexkmos — <«Asus Illocce 1» u
Dronomuueckozo cooomecmea ACEAH. Jloxazano, wno Oanubwlii npoeKm Moxicem 3Ha4UmebHo
usmenumov maicko-mvaumanckue omuowenus, ecau Tauaano u ACEAH npumym ¢ pacuém
3amsicHoll KoHaukm mexcoy Kapenamu u GUPMAHUaAMU U e20 603MOJNCHOE GAUAHUE HA YCMA-
Hogaenue u pazeumue CH3. Hemopuueckuii u KonHmexcmyaavHulil aHaiu3 demoncmpupyem, 4no
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00eeuKu Kaper uzparom HauuUmMeAbHyI0 Poab 6 Pe2UOHE U UMEION COOMEEenCIEYIouil NOMeHyu-
anr Kak nocnoco6cmeosanv OaivHeiuuwemy 3KOHOMuU4ecKkomy compyonuuecmey Tauaano u
Mpaumolr, max u npensamcmeosams emy.

Karouesvie caosa: cneyuanvuas sxonomuueckas 3oua (CE3); Taunrano; smuuueckuii KoH@pAuKm,
ACEAH; kapenoi; 6oesuku; Mvauma.

Introduction. The success of the Mae Sot Special Economic Zone is critical to
both the current Thai government and to the Association of Southeast Asian Nations
(ASEAN), but it is in danger of being derailed by the inability to discuss the issue of
the Karen on the Burmese side of the border. The Mae Sot SEZ is one of the major
policy agendas of the current Thai government, and a small but critical piece of the
larger, international projects of AH1 and the ASEAN Economic Community (AEC).
ASEAN policies regarding non-intervention in domestic affairs prevent discussion of
the ongoing Karen-Burmese conflict on the Burmese side of the border.

The Karen insurgency is one of the world's longest ongoing conflicts. Since 1949,
the Burmese government has been involved in a protracted war with a succession of
Karen insurgent groups, including the Karen National Union (KNU) and the
Democratic Karen Buddhist Army (DKBA). While the Burmese government has
made steady gains, they have failed in all the efforts to end the conflict by force, rais-
ing the possibility that compromise is the only remaining solution.

In addition, the Karen play a large role in the economic life at the border, and
constitute a trans-border special interest group, involved in the transfer of goods both
across the border and on the Burmese side. It is this interest group which the Karen
insurgent groups represent, and having the support of the DKBA and KNU thus gives
the Karen a considerable amount of power. As such, a peaceful and sustainable solu-
tion is needed urgently if the Mae Sot SEZ is to be a succesful project.

The Mae Sot Special Economic Zone. In the last 50 years, the Mae Sot-
Myawaddy border crossing has gone from a peripheral frontier to one of the major
crossroads of Southeast Asia. It is the location where AH1, the proposed trans-
Eurasian highway from Tokyo to Eastern Europe, passes from Thailand to Myanmar.
Since 2013, Thai government has planned to turn Mae Sot into a special economic
zone, a plan which will supposedly be implemented very soon. This, along with the
AEC, which will theoretically allow for looser border control and closer economic
cooperation across the ASEAN region, indicates that Thai government, and ASEAN
as a whole, have big plans for Mae Sot. However, Thailand's inability, within
ASEAN's framework of cooperation, to openly discuss the situation of the Karen on
the Burmese side of the border, severely limits both Thailand's and ASEAN's ability
to accomplish their goals in this small but important part of the region.

In early 2013, Thai government approved a plan to establish a special economic
zone in Mae Sot. This SEZ would consist of an industrial estate, along with improved
infrastructure and duty-free areas (Zwartz and Mort, 2013). The SEZ would employ
Burmese workers, with Karen presumably making up much of the workforce due to
demographic realities of the region (Oo, 2013). While this plan was approved under
the administration of Yingluck Shinawatra, it was revived with vigor by Prayuth go-
vernment, who have implemented an accelerated plan to create at least 4 more SEZs
within 2 years, in a bid to revive the economy after the May 2014 coup d'etat that
brought them to power (PRD, 2015). These plans for Mae Sot are inherently reliant
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on the situation on Burmese side of the border. They will need a stable migrant work-
force, as well as a stable economic situation in order to truly be effective.

The establishment of Mae Sot SEZ is one part of a larger trend towards region-
al economic cooperation which is codified as the ASEAN Economic Community.
The AEC's year of implementation was 2015. At its most fundamental level, it aims to
"transform ASEAN into a single market and production region, a region of equitable
economic development, and a region fully integrated into the global economy”
(ASEAN, 2008: 2) The "single market and production region" is listed first here,
because in many ways, it is the most challenging, problematic, and potentially signi-
ficant of the AEC's goals. The AEC blueprint subdivides the single market and pro-
duction region into 5 core elements: free flow of goods, free flow of services, free flow
of investments, freer flow of capital, and free flow of skilled labor (ASEAN, 2008: 6).
This is the context in which Thai government is establishing the Mae Sot SEZ.

Domestic turmoil is not mentioned anywhere in the AEC blueprint. This is due
to the ASEAN policy of non-intervention in domestic affairs, codified in the 1976
Treaty of Amity and Cooperation, and often referred to informally as the "ASEAN
Way". The 1976 treaty, Article 2, establishes "non-interference in the internal affairs
of one another" as one of fundamental principles of ASEAN (ASEAN, 1976).
Thailand challenged this in late 1990s in response to massive refugees fleecing from
Karen-Burmese conflict, but was rebuffed by ASEAN (Racha, 2005: 51—52). While
the AEC blueprint makes accommodation for developmental differences between
ASEAN countries (ASEAN, 2008: 5—6), in keeping with the 1976 treaty and the
ASEAN Way, it makes no accommodation for differences in political stability. Given
the impact of domestic turmoil on political and economic relations of Thailand and
Myanmar in their non-integrated, pre-AEC situation, it is clear that domestic issues
such as the Karen conflict will have to be addressed if the AEC is to succeed.

While Thailand and Myanmar clearly desire closer economic ties, the relations
between these two countries, and their common ability to maintain border crossing,
is not stable, and is subject to constant change. This is a direct result of the Karen
conflict on Burmese side, and the inability of Burmese government to alleviate the
conditions causing this conflict. With this in mind, it is increasingly apparent that
there is a need for an open and honest dialogue between these two countries regard-
ing the Karen, and that a peaceful solution to this conflict is necessary if these two
countries want a future within successful AEC.

The Karen and Thai-Burmese Economic Cooperation. Karen insurgent groups
are a perennial factor in Thai-Burmese relations, albeit it is rarely addressed. Their
impact is both political and economic. Politically speaking, the presence of Karen
refugee camps in Thailand and the tendency of the conflict to breach Thai border are
irritants to Thai-Burmese relations. However, the greater impact may be economic.
The presence of multiple strong and independent armed groups in the border region
constitutes a deterrent to trade, and the significant role that the Karen play in the eco-
nomic life of the border zone lends their organizations a significant amount of power.

Thai government has never been completely aloof from the Karen-Burmese con-
flict, and this has been a frequent source of political tension between the two coun-
tries. From Bo Mya's rise to power in the 1960s, the royalist and militarist Thai go-
vernment harbored a great deal of sympathy towards the predominantly right-wing
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KNU, and strengthened them to serve as a buffer between Thai and Burmese com-
munists until the late 1980s (Smith, 1999: 299—300). This allowed Thai government
focus on the growing crisis on its Indochinese frontier, but nonetheless greatly antag-
onized Burmese government (Lang, 2002: 141—142). In the late 1990s, following
Myanmar's admission to ASEAN, Thai government, responding to rapidly growing
flows of refugees into Thailand, proposed weakening ASEAN's policies against criti-
cism of member states' domestic affairs (Racha, 2005: 51—52). However, while the
Karen conflict has caused its share of diplomatic tensions between Thailand and
Myanmar, these tensions have never truly jeopardized relations between these two
countries.

More profound impact of the Karen conflict on Thai-Burmese relations has not
been political, but economic one. Refugees from the Karen conflict play an impor-
tant role in the economic life of the Thai-Burmese border region, particularly around
Mae Sot-Myawaddy border crossing. The Karen are closely involved in the flow of
goods from Thai border to Burmese heartland, with one scholar even named as "con-
trol the trade routes to Rangoon" (Racha, 2005: 65). Karen political groups are aware
of this, and have obtained much of their success by co-opting the functions of gov-
ernment in the border regions. A Thai entrepreneur from the Mae Sot area who pre-
viously traded in teak from Eastern Karen state told the researcher that she always had
to pay both the local Karen organizations and Burmese government in order to do
business there. More recently, a journalist traveling AH1 to Kawkareik on Burmese
side, 60 km from the border, described having to pay tolls to 3 separate Karen mili-
tias, including the KNU and DKBA, in addition to Burmese army, at 9 different
checkpoints (Weng, 2015). In addition, being dependant on border trade for their
survival, and having control of much of the region, Karen militias frequently turn to
smuggling during the periods of border closure (Racha, 2005: 78). Karen political
organizations and individuals are thus a major factor in the economic life of the fron-
tier zone, even though mostly in rather in formal, shadow ways.

Conclusion. It is naive to assume that the Karen conflict will not play a role in
future relations between Thailand and Myanmar. Any intensification of this still
ongoing conflict will likely lead to more refugees, shut down the important route
between Myawaddy and Yangon, and raise the possibility of the conflict spilling over
Thai border. The status quo is equally untenable, as the KN U and DKBA, along with
other Karen militias, end up complicating trade during times of economic coopera-
tion, and keeping illicit trade flowing under border closure regime.
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