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ABSTRACT

Over the past decade, China’s rapid economic growth and rise as a global
superpower has had a significant influence on the Mekong Region, and Laos is one of
those countries to have been influenced by the wide variety of Chinese economic
activities taking place. In particular, those provinces in the northwest of Laos have a
close relationship with Yunnan Province in China through economic activities such as
trade and investment. This study focuses on the watermelon business, which is
becoming one of the main cash crop production activities in Muang Sing, a small
border town in northwestern Laos. The aim of this study is to examine the border
relationship between China and Laos from the Lao perspective; the way people live at
the border and the role of the border in the era of globalization and borderlessness,
and since the introduction of an open-door policy and the arrival a market-oriented

economy based on cross-border economic activities.

This study depicts the changes that have taken place in cross-border economic
practices in this area. Muang Sing was once part of a very important trade route in the
upper Mekong and an important trading center in its own right, and after a long period
of inactivity, in recent years it has transformed itself not only into a trading center
once more, but also a producer of cash crops for the Chinese market, and is the main
producer of watermelons in Laos. With the introduction of the New Economic
Mechanism (NEM) in Laos, and with growing Chinese economic development, this

area now forms part of the regional commodity trade system in northwestern Laos.
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The cross-border watermelon business consists of a web of networks based on inter-
border and cross-border ethnic relations formed between the Han, Chinese Lue, Lao
Lue and the Akha. This study describes the operation of such networks, those which
are diverse and include friendship, business, ethnic-based and guanxi networks. Such
networks are based upon socio-economic activities such as land leasing and
employment within the watermelon business, and operate in support of production
and trade, plus play a crucial role in generating capital for those people who use them.
In addition, this study elaborates upon the presence of power relations between those
actors involved in the watermelon business. The people engaged in this business
follow these power relations and play their roles - negotiating within and around their
vulnerable positions in search of better conditions, such as negotiating for land fees
and watermelon prices. Furthermore, this study reveals the presence of power
relations not only in the watermelon business, but also between the Chinese who live
in Muang Sing and the local people. These Chinese actors include the watermelon
traders, who find themselves in a vulnerable position in Lao society, though they
negotiate around their vulnerability tactically and flexibly in order to adapt to a
society which is constantly changing and to avoid missing-out on economic
opportunities. In addition, the Chinese influx into the small border town has also led
to people moving there from other provinces, in order to find work and take
advantage of the economic opportunities offered at Chinese guest houses, restaurants

and karaoke bars.

Muang Sing is now the main cash-crop producing area for the Chinese market,
producing rubber, sugarcane, rice and watermelons. The purpose of crossing the
border has also changed in recent times. The Chinese now come across the border to
Muang Sing in search of business opportunities, and due to a lack of agricultural land
and jobs in China caused by the socio-economic and political conditions there,
including over-population. For the locals in Muang Sing; however, the purpose of
crossing the border is not to seek economic profit, but for tourism purposes — for they
go to China seeking new and fashionable items — those things they cannot purchase in
Muang Sing.
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The function of a border is not only to control the flow of goods and people,
but also to facilitate it. The Pangthong border point in Muang Sing has controlled and
managed the mobility of people and commodities for many years; however, its role
has recently been transformed - it is now there to facilitate economic practices in the
region and provides people with an opportunity to make money and attain a better life,
and the recent cross-border economic practices can be seen as a fundamental tactic
and adaptation for survival — making the border porous and flexible. In this study, I
argue that Muang Sing now represents a place which integrates economic and
commodity flows; an area of northwestern Laos which has been transformed into a

complex, economic negotiation space.
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