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ABSTRACT

Myanmar is one of the most ethnically diverse countries in the world, and due
to its centralized administration, has experienced a complex set of conflicts between

the central government and ethnic minority groups over recent decades.

This study attempts to highlight and explore the decentralization of
government administration activities to the Kokang Special Region (1) in Myanmar,
which is situated along the Myanmar/China border, a move which has created many
political, social, cultural and economical spaces of exception within this part of the
country. Kokang Chinese armed forces recently entered into a ceasefire agreement
with the central government after almost half a century of fighting for self-autonomy.
Now, the Region’s local authorities have de facto power over the area, and the capital
town Laukkai has gradually developed from a war zone to a modern, border trade
town under the local authorities’ own administrative control. As one of the local
ethnic groups in the area, the Kokang Chinese’s lives have also changed, from being

mostly opium-poppy growers to petty traders. As a result of these changes, the people



Vi

there have applied various strategies to adapt their livelihoods. By taking advantage of
border trade, some of the people have become involved in the informal economic
sector, such drug trafficking, smuggling and gambling along the porous border
between Myanmar and China. The borderline itself is invisible to the border-landers
in the Region, due to the ethnic ties and long-standing relationships they have

developed with those on the other side of the border.

Moreover, my study also aims to provide a better understanding of the Kokang
Chinese themselves, one of the least known ethnic Chinese group in Myanmar, a
group of Chinese descendents who migrated into Myanmar over several phases. This
study highlights the spaces of exception that the central government has granted to the
local authorities regarding the area’s administration, and the adaptive livelihood
strategies adopted by the people since their key livelihood activity, opium cultivation,

was banned.

This paper is based on a three-month research study (November 2010 -
February 2011) conducted in Laukkai, the capital of Kokang Special Region (1).
From interviews with local authority staff at different levels, from participating in the
people’s daily life activities and through documentary and social investigation, 1 was
able to understand the changes that have taken place in people’s social, cultural,
political and economic lives, due to the spaces of exception that the government has

granted to the local authorities.
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