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Abstract— The last decade has seen the Greater Mekong Sor¢GiMS) develop at an unprecedented pace. Gross
domestic product levels have substantially incrdass have most social indicators. What is morearnable, foreign
direct investment numbers have more than quadruipledmatter of years. So much effort put into degelopment of
the sub-region has already started to bear frulie Tnovement of people and goods has risen to teatgkat brand
new regulations have been laid down and adopteis fphper looks at recent changes along the economites
crisscrossing the GMS, and at the reaction of #sples to some new procedures that have startéx tapplied at
specific cross-border points. In particular, it args that the application of a new type of law, exitaw law, is one of
the key elements in order to foster the developrokbbrder areas into special economic zones, waittonsequent
multiplier effect for all of the GMS member econesniFinally, it briefly touches upon some of thestmints that
hinder a thorough exploitation of the sub-regiop&tentialities.

Keywords— Greater Mekong subregion cooperation program, cres-border transport agreement, check-points, raw la.

private sector as well as the civil society isvitig along
1. INTRODUCTION with local governments and players in order to ewi

. the ultimate goal of sustainable development and,
The Greater Mekong Subregion (GMS), the mOSteventuaIIy, eradicate poverty from the sub-reg®Biven

glittering development opportunity in the wholeAsia,  yhe peculiar situation that presented itself at tinae, the

?S grad_uall); bu(;_ steadilyﬁ attracting Jhef eYeSw;tfj th first priority among the development community was
international audience. After a period of mistr that of upgrading the existing infrastructure amdélding
instability, the sub-region has been a stage foeessful )54 new links that could connect major centrehiwi

deveIoEmlent sfttories, as wel_ll das a hfew E::Iures.the GMS and beyond. In other words, the abatemént o
Nevertheless, after peace prevailed over the absifinat hysical barriers was given priority. That meane th

were smiting its peoples, an unprecedented wave OLynsiruction of highways, railway systems, and G
regionalising efforts has pervaded the entire area’throughout the sub-region. The projects were so
enticing many a foreign institution into investind 5 hiious and magnificent that by no means the GMS
actively participating in the development of the 6M . hiries could have ever managed to come on tap of
Th_e first external player to take up the challertge by themselves. Nevertheless, even at those eanlysti
lifting the GMS out of poverty -was the Asian 0 opinion of dealing with the GMS as a singleitgnt
Development Bank (ADB), with its Greater Mekong .. a its way through a whole jungle of involvedoss}
Subre_gion Qooperation Program started _in 1992.iNdbe 54 even though we can still observe a substdatiklof

_shy inception, the programme rapidly grew of coherence and the overlapping of many development
Importance, "’!”d so did the first and possibly mOStprojects, the GMS is nowadays fairly interlinkeddan
important regional partner of the ADB, the Mekong .gntinuous implementation.

River Commission (MRC). Since those early years, tpg greatest challenges that the sub-region iadaci
things have changed at an unpredictable pace.dse® his second phase of the regionalising processtrae

interconnectivity of goods, peoples and labour ek aintenance of current infrastructure built duritig
made for t.he rise of expectations in a fuIIy_—erdgﬂnter— first phase, and, most important, the abatemettteo§o-
linked society and development efforts gamec_i steam@  gjied non-physical barriers that are severely riingj a
favoured development option for augmenting overall oo thorough and unbiased development. Non-pHysica

economic growth in the sub-region. In less than two barriers are already a major obstacle when theystite
decades the GMS has become one of the most crowdegnfined within national boundaries, but they beeom

_develop_lng Icorners of tr?e WorlI)d. An mcreasedd r;’;\o’geh serious threat to the stability of the whole regignen
international - actors have been attracte y t ethey come to influence the bilateral behaviour of

poltent_lalltle? of the _sub-lregmn,_angl curren(;ly &ev  eighbouring countries. Given the increased mapilit
selection of international organisations and age)Cl  q|oying the gradual completion of infrastructumerks,
foreign governments’ departments, representativéSeo o nhysical barriers become even more cruciahi t
hard task of tracking down intra-regional flows afy
kind.
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helps numbers to increase rapidly, thus makingstore criterion used in deciding what to take and whae#ave
feel satisfied with their deal. Policy makers agoeethis aside. To such regard, there are several issuesdlra
point, too. Nonetheless, the real deal is not jh&t been considered during this planning phase. Thet mos
construction and improvement of infrastructure, laut decisive one was the importance shown by the agiopti
feasible prospect to maintain it in good conditioasd, of the Cross-Border Transport Agreement (CBTA) in
most important, the effort put in the training dfigals 2003. Propounded and largely founded by the ADB, th
on the adoption of new procedures. This paperlyfirst agreement aimed at easing flows transiting acrbes t
looks at the current state of things with regarexisting GMS borders, and through the years, it has beeredig
linkages within the GMS, the rationale behind them, by all of the GMS members. Within the framework set
their advancement, and their constraints within theby the CBTA, a transition between mere transport
framework of the ADB's Cross-Border Transport corridors into economic corridors has taken place,
Agreement (CBTA). With this background picture, it fostering an all-field development along some oé th
investigates deeper into the reaction that suckagigs  major arteries that crisscross the sub-region. Gdreler
have ignited among locals as well as the expectsitio check-points along such corridors and their adjacen
they have or have not met with their developers.areas are the places where the scope of this $tagy
Witnessing to the people is the overarching goahdf been narrowed down to. [Fig.1] The reason for this
study. Peoples are directly touched by changedlaid  decision is simple. Cross-border activities arogngh
reaction is the very first and most inspiring stepards  areas have been increasing at an unprecedented pace
adjustment, because it will eventually reach thedba Moreover, new procedures are being experimentae the

country’s hierarchy and will make history. under the implementation phase of the CBTA. In othe
words, such places are forerunner points whererdutu
2. METHODOLOGY cross-border regulations will be modelled uponsthus

_ of fundamental importance to analyse the impact tha
Risks new behaviours and trends have on economic outcomes
Whenever dealing with sensitive issues, it is asvap ~ as well as on social, institutional, and generation
undertaking that implies certain risks. A part from processes.

obvious difficulties deriving from unstable conditis in
the places where research is being conducted, thexe
much heavier responsibility in delivering results a e Ly Pl
unbiased as it is possible. This issue is of paleic UL R O
relevance in the Greater Mekong Subregion, wherg iwein 7 0 /0 L
changes are occurring quickly and have implicatitias
go well beyond national boundaries. We cannot d&n
sure of the accuracy of official statistics, and
contradicting data are all but uncommon. The key to
success in this kind of study is that of carryingt o
extensive research on site, visiting the placeceored
more than just once and at different times of teary
and, most important, getting there every time tgtou
different sponsors so as to become aware of the
undeniable multiplicity of situations and points oéw

of possibly all of the parties involved. The im@otte of
raw data is fundamental, as challenging is itsectibn,
particularly for observers from outside. Moreovesised

on the results of a well-proven method used dutirey
years, the amount of raw data should be at leas
equivalent to three times that of official statisti In
order to achieve this goal and maintain high stedwlaf -
feasibility, a meticulous planning phase is indisgable.
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As stated towards the end of the introduction labrave,
the aim of this paper is that of witnessing to therent
condition of border areas within the GMS. That iiapl
an analysis of exchanges occurring across theiérgris

well as movements and changes in local livelihood Fig.l Main economic corridors and considered cheek
systems of the zones adjacent to the check-pointsPOMts

Considering factors such as the extension of tha and

the unequal distribution of the population, the chee Data Processing and Analysis

narrow down the scope of the study can be easily
understood. What gives width to this effort is the

Most of the data collected during fieldwork actiedt are
raw data. It should be mentioned at this point thé
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study is only part of a much bigger project, whaiko they are in our times, so legislators had more time
covers official statistics and findings of the ld&ate their hands to handle them. With the coming of
years. However, this paper concentrates mostlyemds  globalisation and the liberalisation of marketlinling
and impressions based on raw data collected dwing labour markets), countries had to care not only of
time span of three years (2008-2010), becauseénitssa  changes occurring within their boundaries, but nwrd
not that of supporting statistical numbers or polic more of things happening around them. Hence thé bir
issues, but that of providing some evidence for newis the so-called raw law. Raw law is a quite nemntand
behaviours of people crossing the GMS internal érd  indicates a group of regulations that can be caisem
A close and continuous connection with local pedyale  neither as customary law nor as consuetudinary liais.
been maintained and in many cases a direct colidibar  not customary because it is not directly formuldigdhe
provided for a huge amount of invaluable informatio central government of a country, and it is not
particularly about the way ordinary people manage t consuetudinary because it is not only oral, buttemi
cross the borders without entering the sphere ofand can be implemented and treated as the offenal
illegality. In fact, raw law stands for those regulations and
Considering the different levels of developmeng th procedures that are thought of by the local govemtms
conformation of the land, varying concentrations of and handed over to the central governments, inrdode
cross-border flows, alongside unifying regionalisin quickly respond to new occurrences and necesshags
efforts, the GMS internal borders present closecannot wait for the entire legislative process megeth
similarities as well as abyssal differences. Inwlade of  the case of the customary law, not to mention etatind
the creation of a seamless community, where lavés an regulations. The adoption of the raw law is thenitd
procedures are eventually meant to be uniformijiepp  to those particular areas, although it can be medeto by
the analysis of the findings gathered within thigdy other local governments that are in the same &iuat
tries to shed some light on how people react tonts The raw law has become increasingly common
procedures that are being adopted. The resultdisf t particularly along the economic corridors. Therefor
analysis will show how surprisingly similar behawie north-south, east-west as well as movements in the
are predominant, even when observed in placesntlista Mekong Delta region are all subject to a gradual

hundreds of miles from one another. adoption of this new system, under the guidelinés o
ADB’s CBTA. Nonetheless, the raw law is not yet
3. RESULTS AND DISCUSSION everywhere officially recognised nor applied, bessaif

it might turn out to be very useful, officials anet yet
used to it, nor are they getting precise and staliskd
guidelines as for how to enforce it. This is easily
"explained by the fact that the raw law is appliad,
stated above, to rapidly changing locations, i@der
areas, thus cross-border movements of both people a
goods are directly affected by its implementatit\o
authoritative institution can currently impose he IGMS
sovereign states the adoption of the raw law, héhee
only way to persuade them of its real benefits ys b
maximising the results at specific fore-runner tamzs.
The following sections give practical examples ofvh
the raw law is being applied with regard to crossder
movements along some major check-points and their
adjacent areas as indicated in Figure 1.

The results of the project to which this study beg® are
diversified in nature. They span from custom praced

to intra-regional migration and cross-border trade
although they focus on the reaction of local pedplthe
creation and implementation of intra-regional reutie
so-called economic corridors. As far as this paiser
concerned, the results that will be discussed [ftereare
limited to four, and have been selected in order to
provide the reader with an overall picture of tirection
which the sub-region is moving towards. In partcul
the intention is to show that, whereas rarely the
expectations of the governments reflect those ef th
people, the latter’s ability to adapt usually mirsenthe
counter effects of top-down enforced policies.

In particular, the process that has been examieee h
was set in motion by the commitment of the GMS Crossing the borders
members, largely supported by the international
community, to implement the second phase of the
regionalising effort by starting to abate the sthechnon-
physical barriers, i.e. procedural and institutioftaws
that hinder smooth exchanges among neighbourin
countries.

The raw law is specifically meant to ease the atisr

time-consuming process of crossing a frontier. When
talking about the Greater Mekong Subregion we shall
keep in mind that, although past historical evdrase

%reated frictions among neighbours that have
exacerbated some tensions along their boundahes, t
The Raw Law peoples dwelling those very territories have found

M ts al the bord bet ¢ themselves split between two or more countries|sivhi
ovements along the borders between two or more,qq, belonging to the same village or ethnic group

sovereign countries hgve _been histqrically regdldty Spontaneous exchanges are nothing new in the sub-
the customary law. This kind of law is at the tdpthe region. People have always moved for trade, labour,
formal scale of the I_aws promulgatgd by a stateraf religion, and personal reasons for many centufieam
statutes ant_j regulations. As such, n order to ineco an anthropological point of view, there is an iesting
_operat|0nal it has to go throug_h a strict procbat_ even theory that may be well applied here. It is abche t

in the most developed countries may take quiterg lo contraposition of the concepts licit/illicit and

time. In the past, changes were somewhat laziem thalegal/illegal. It is every government's duty to afsifsh
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what is legal and what is illegal within the bourida of Tracking down intra-regional flows
its state. And this is concretely empowered by the
promulgation and application of the law. The sanighin
not be said for the concept of licit/illicit. Peeglaround
the world have very different ideas of what istliand
what is illicit, this being based on historical,ltowal,
religious, and habitudinal grounds.

That said, this in no way means that people ardbed
world have the right to do as they wish as longhey
consider it licit. What is being said here is that
throughout the years, governments have kept adgisti
their regulations to the characteristics of thedoples.
By doing so, countries may have become closenag]
distant at others. The GMS members have experieaced
turbulent past. What the international community is
trying to do with its co-operation programmes ibting
the countries and its peoples close again, by smootg
institutional differences and levelling up develaprh
gaps. One of the best ways to start doing this Iedk at
the frontiers and how things are dealt with thdii#.not
many years ago, in 2005, when this project wagiteit,
spending up to several hours to clear a busy cheuk-
was the rule. That happened because custom contro
were lazy, lacked efficiency and carried out frawclly
and at different places. After 2005 and the initial
implementation phase of the CBTA, things startedl to
slowly but steadily change. In particular, new pares

to regulate temporary flows of people and goodssr of moving goods. This dramatically speeds up cds@b

the borders started to be implemented. the frontier and is a more efficient measure tokrdown
One of such procedures is the adoption of temporary;

border passes granted to individuals crossingrinaiér '”?:I fg]roginlﬁztsn?g\?elrn:gg?Igltltle:oaTeWiZ ”.concerne d it
for a limited period of time and with the limitatioof peop '

. : becomes a little more troublesome. People are less
movement only within a pre-determined area aroimed t traceable than qoods. partly because thevy move more
check-point. Although there are other restrictiomghe 9 , partly Y

. : : : uickly, and partly because they might not move
use of such permits, the innovative aspect isttieat are q : L
directly issued by local custom authorities andytde grouped. Migrants have always preferred unoffidss

not need heavy documentation upon their application beaten tracks. This study has found how this tieasl

They are extremely useful for people who cross therei:ently sh((j)wn ”?'rt“” yet 5|gtr)|f|t<:ant charcljges. . d
borders daily and this new system dramatically boos . fncrease h N erqonr;ec 3"% an h of |r|]”np.rove
local business and the development of border areas.’ rastructure have stimulated the growtn of thevise
Temporary border passes are already in use at masy sector, in particular way that related to mtramegl
check-points and they are becoming quickly popularactwmes. Travel agencies, transport companidacgs

(particularly after tourists were allowed to requésm prc_)viding ac_cpmmodgtion and board, hospitals asaeel
to0) ' offices providing assistance for cross-border pioces

. have made their appearance and have soon proved
Another procedure that has been implemented . .
. . successful. In sharp contrast with past trends, shidy
concerns the movement of goods. It has as its além . . i
. . - has found out that migrants increasingly resort to

goal the establishment of single-stop custom inspes, middlemen when planning their journeys. [Fig 2]
meaning that custom officials from both sides cauy P 9 J ys- 1719
their duties simultaneously and at nearby statitimss

Improved overall conditions and the adoption of tae
law as explained above have dramatically caused
movements across borders to boom.

In the case of goods, statistics show that impxpbet
figures for the considered check-points have mbea t
quadrupled in the last ten years [1]-[6]. This astly due
to quite a large number of infrastructure workg theve
been built during the past decades and that caneith
the transport corridors mentioned earlier in th@gra
Particularly along the borders between China andéit
of the GMS countries, the prevalence of mountaim$ a
weather-sensitive roads have meant days spent on po
but heavily trafficked routes. Many small and nuedi
enterprises could not afford the costs to endeawour
such trips, thus resorted to other market solutidls
weather roads and renewed routes have made it
affordable to almost everybody. So recent yearsshav
seen an increased participation of businesses not
headquartered in border areas, followed by a sazmit
expansion of the market sector. Hence, there became
%pparent the need to extend custom controls further
inland, in order to avoid overloading the still deguate
gates. At the moment of writing, most of the GMS
countries have control gates spread over theiitdeyr
Also called in-land check-points and belonging e t
raw law framework, they are a useful tool to keeek

dramatically quickening the transit through theegat 100%

In this scenario, gates for people and gates fodgo %1
are nearby, but not in the same place, in ordertmot o
create delays and for practical managerial reasbhe. g Ovilagers
adoption of temporary border passes for people and _ | ke micdemen
improved custom inspections for goods has caused . | @ rlatives
exchanges to increase rapidly. That has spurred thg .| @ done
development of adjacent areas, now bustling with a| 20
myriad of newly established small businesses, there 10% |
satisfy a greater demand of services for people avbss 0% ‘ ‘ ‘ ‘
the borders. In this regard, the adoption of the kaw Joumey » Flaming

has proved to be rather successful. ) _ o
Fig.2 The role of social networks in migration.
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Although this new figure is undoubtedly useful, been mushrooming near the official gates. Moreover,
brokers do not always share their clients’ intexeand  both parties understand that the products beeraegetu
inexperienced people often end up being traffickad are necessary for their local economies (mostly
eventually exploited, with none of the guarantdesyt construction materials, appliances, non-processed
had paid for. Moreover, the raw law, which, as axkmd produce, and gasoline) and just let it be.

earlier in the paper, eases the way people croskeisn Another noteworthy trend that could be observed
is applied almost at the same check-points, furtherregards the crossings of people, particularly nmtga
inviting migrants to choose those routes. Again, migration in the GMS is a topic of huge

After such considerations, it might well be saidttthe importance and vastness to be sufficiently covéreme.
appearance of the raw law and its application haveThis study has shown how the adoption of the raw la
caused a chain-reaction that not only has boodied t has somehow influenced the way migrants move. In
development of border areas, but has improved theparticular, it could be noticed that some peopleeha
efficiency of intra-regional flows, too, and altfghuwe started using the temporary border permits as seias
are at the very early stages of the process, geedsd passer, an easier way to skip lengthy formalities find
can already be seen. At the same time, an appréxima one’s way once on the other side. There are innaipher
application of such new procedures and loose clentro tricks to find a good reason for not being ablgdoback
can equally spur the proliferation of negative tiemnd  once passed the frontier, and here, again, theofallee
consequences. This last issue might well be saié tihe  broker becomes the key to success. The governménts
greatest challenge that the GMS countries are atlyre some of the GMS countries have already become aware
called to address, and from their response deptmas of this new kind of migration flows, and have thus
future of sub-regional integration in mainland Smast  established repatriation programmes aimed at ligera
Asia. deporting people back to their country of origif. [Fhe
issue is that this mechanism works if migrantscaneght
within a relatively short period of time. If nohay are

Every law has a loopholelt could not be more likely to settle in, find a job, apply for a workjrpermit
appropriate for the GMS, indeed. In the case ofstile and earn the right to stay. This is reflected by thct
region, many an external actor has and is particigan that many migrants settle in areas relatively clasthe
the development process. Many projects are funded a frontier (which does not require long journeys) avatk
oftentimes directed by external agencies, and wibtte in agriculture (which does not require complex
training activities are delivered by foreign ingtions. applications or specific qualifications) [8]. A wahat
All of this inevitably leads to a substantial lack has proven to be useful in tracking this kind ofrants
uniformity among recipients. Although there areraag  is to keep record of their remittances, i.e. a @et@ge of

Constraints and Challenges

number of constraints currently afflicting the swgion, the money they earn with their jobs that they atmos
this paper looks at those most related to the figeli  regularly send back home [9]-[10]. Moreover, bysso
herewith introduced. checking remittances, border passes and services

A trend that is becoming noteworthy regards the delivered by the brokers we can obtain, within tdeli
movement of goods and the reaction that import-expo margin of error, the number of people that havessed
companies have shown towards the adoption of the ra the frontier taking advantage of this new situation
law. In the very proximity of cross-border checkinis
where the new procedures are being applied, a nuofibe 4. CONCLUSION
illegal crossings have made their appearance. ddub of
these gates is such that is rather impossiblehf@mtto
remain unnoticed. Nevertheless, local authoritiesndt
seem to be much worried about them. So why does i
happen? Well, when economists talk about relaxadietr

The aim of this study was that of showing how tking

have rapidly changed in the sub-region and how its
eoples have equally adapted to the new situation.
oreover, a new trend could be observed. Whereas in

' S . the past people usually adapted to new circumssaimce
tariffs and free trade agreements, it is usualiyething ordepr toIO surr)vive anglor cliaefend their own cultural

politicians have agreed upon on mutual gro_undsthdan identities, the GMS of nowadays is being heavily
case of the GMS, the six member economies do by ng - .

: nfluenced by globalising trends, and its peoples a
means share the same level of economic developmen{éasil attracted by profits. In the cases consiti@rahis
thus whilst there actually is a will to foster gritw y yp j

trough preferential agreements, these do ot away ctoia L1e SESEETEE B 0 T Y ST atess
reflect the real needs of the economy. Hence, guota 9 9

established by the governments do not always reptes rg:‘:(:lgrt])ulgi\;l nggrfo\t,sa':ézkﬁ];he':Oowgtgrggtﬁ'a\r/'% ﬁgto
the real demand/offer numbers set by a still vigati pprop

market. What is happening in the GMS is clear. Expo awareness !S still low, .a!”d however every_body talks
licences of a country do not match with import fices about fostenng_the participatory process to meI_mUe
of the partner country. The gap is so wide anched to local communities, times may not be that_rlp_e_ mso
export and/or import is so strong that a whole figira cases. Awareness-ra|3|_ng activities are still ificieht
market has taken shape in recent years. This prolsle and carried out not _un|f0rmly. In st|_II too manyses,

: . . : alas, sovereignty issues are still uppermost and
widespread and will not be considered for analsise. -~
What interests this study is the fact that thigphkuy is governments are not W|II|ng_ to share too much. mﬂ.t.
being channelled through those informal gates hiaat other side of the same coin, some local communities
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have shown different levels of mistrust and fear of
getting too much involved; because they are ofieara
that the guarantees they are being given mightbeot
honoured [11].

The good news is that gradually, but steadily, the
efforts of the international community are reachindg to
more and more people every day, and the effects of
rapid globalisation cannot but help. Keeping intant
operational what has been built is understandably
important, although the real challenge of our tirise
instruct locals in an as unbiased as harmonised agay
possible. To strive for a sincere co-operationaisheand
every government’s responsibility; to strive foreth
improvement of peoples around the world is everytsd
responsibility.
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