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Abstract

The government has since 2015 announced the planned special economic zone
(SEZ) development in five border provinces including Tak’s Mae Sot district in Northern
Thailand. In order to obtain lands for use in this SEZ policy, the government — through
the authority of the Prime Minister as head of the National Council for Peace and Order
(NCPO) under Atrticle 44 of the temporary Constitution of 2557 B.E. revoked the status
of forest lands and lands for common use and turned them to be State Property lands
ready for investors’ leasing. This government’s action led to the confrontation and
conflict between authorities and many local people in two communities in Wang Takhien
village, Mae Sot’s Tha Sai Luad sub-district, whose ancestors and themselves have been
living and farming in the areas designated as Mae Sot SEZ for almost a century. The
affected villagers have since negotiated and mobilized a series of social movement in
order to voice their concerns and proposed a viable resolution to the immediate problems
and in the planning of mitigation strategies to reduce socio-economic risks and to ensure
good governance in land management and in overall implementation of the SEZ.

This qualitative research entitled “The Changes in Status and Utility of Lands in
Mae Sot Special Economic Development Zone: Socio-economic, and Cultural Impacts
and Movement of Community and Civil Society” aimed to study socio-economic and
cultural impacts of such changes on the affected communities as well as their negotiation
and social movement together with other civil society groups. It also analyzed the
changes in the social and cultural meanings of lands and the relationship between people
and lands as a result of the SEZ development. A critical analysis of the research
conducted in two villages — Ban Wang Takhien Moo 4 and Ban Wang Takhien Tai Moo
7 in Tambon Tha Sai Luad of Mae Sot district during the period of 3" April 2017 to 31*
May 2018 was based on information obtained through in-depth interviews with affected
villagers, members of the non-governmental organization and civil groups, local and
national government officials, 39 informants in total. Additional information were also
derived from three focus group discussions and a participant observation in the related
meeting on SEZ and its management of development impact held at Centara Mae Sot
Hotel on 15" January 2018 in Mae Sot.

The research’s key findings highlight the serious impacts of the government’s act
of the “state of exception” in authorizing special power under the temporary Constitution
in exempting normal procedure regarding land laws, in order to get access to lands to be
used in the SEZ. Local authorities’ lack of thoroughly study about the areas and potential
impacts in combination with the exclusion of all stakeholders especially the affected
villagers in the planning and decision-making processes explained the negotiation and
social movement by affected villagers. Encountering socio-economic problems arose
from the loss of agricultural lands and ensuing social and economic risks beyond those
that compensation money has been provided to cover — with unclear mitigation plans and
future benefits for the local economy, the affected people had formed a group and set up
a Facebook page as a channel to voice their problems and to propose a viable solution to
the government. Their social movement has the key objectives of demanding justice and
good government in the management of the lands and in the implementation of the SEZ
policy. In alliances with concerned non-governmental organizations and other civic
groups, the affected villagers have utilized diverse strategies in their social movement
including submission of their complaints and proposal for resolution to related
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government agencies, private organizations, independent organizations and the media;
participation in related meetings; and participating in a series of demonstrations
organized by their allied networks. Six villagers also filed a court case as part of their
negotiation and movement strategies, the progress of which is now under the
consideration of the Justice Court in Mae Sot.

It is important to note that there were diverse groups of people affected by the loss
of lands in the affected communities due to differences in socio-economic statuses.
Villagers of Wang Takhien community comprise farmers, business people, land
speculators, and migrant workers. Accordingly, registered residents faced different levels
of social and economic problems; their expectation and proposed resolution also varied,
as well as their diverse responses and movements.

The research documented the changing in the meaning of lands and their relations
to the people, from agricultural lifeblood to the strategy for capital accumulation under
the proposed SEZ policy. Consequently, the state and involved authorities have given a
new meaning to the lands designated as SEZ in which most peasant villagers in Ban
Wang Takhien have been cultivated for almost a century to sustain their social,
economic, and cultural livelihoods. The new lands — the State Property under SEZ have
been dispossessed from the local farmers for the accumulation of the investors that the
government hopes will invest in the SEZ. The socio-economic and cultural values of the
land have been furthered reduced to mean simply an asset for rent-seeking land
speculators, meaning increasing socio-economic and cultural risks and impacts for local
villagers who have long been valued the land for its life-support and enriching entities.

In summary, this research emphasized the land-grabbing-like practice of the
government in its creating of the state of exception in order to obtain the lands for
investors’ use in the SEZ in the name of the national economic development policy. This
has led to serious socio-economic impacts on the affected communities given the lack of
adequate study and information and an exclusion of all stakeholders especially the
affected villagers from meaningful consultations and in all key decision-making
processes.

This research proposed that the government and its related agencies must revise
their practices and learn from the lessons in the past with regard to land grabbing issues,
and decide on a better administration and plans based on meaningful and adequate
consultation and participation of all stakeholders — local government agencies, local
administrative organizations, private sector organizations, non-governmental organization
and civil society, academics, and importantly local people who will be affected by the
SEZ policy and related activities of the Industrial Estate. Moreover, the state must
provide or make use of the institutional mechanisms in order to develop, monitor, and
evaluate the implementation of the SEZ policy, as well as supporting the research in
diverse areas and disciplines upon which to design resolutions and mitigation plans,
socially, economically and environmentally. All efforts must be mobilized from diverse
groups — government authority, the public, civil society, academics, and the media.

Of equal important is the consideration of socio-economic, cultural, and
environmental costs of the SEZ policy. Intensive use of migrant labour — as announced
by the government to be the key strategy of this policy as implement along the border
areas has proven to be of less advantage in the contemporary era. The most important
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thing is to ensure income and growth distribution, and the creation of jobs and income in
the designated communities in order to reduce socio-economic disparities, ensuring
justice and good governance in the implementation of SEZ. Furthermore, this policy must
emphasize the integration of local community’s potential and local economy; in the case
of Mae Sot, these included cross border trade, regional logistic hubs, and agricultural-
based industry. The government must also ensure that the SEZ policy benefits the local
people and the investors as well as the migrant workers from across the border. Good
governance and the legitimacy of the SEZ policy will be judged not by the practice of
land-grabbing garbed in the discursive narrative of national economic development for an
accumulation of capital by the few, but more by the recognition of rights and the creation
of justice for all involved especially those who will be directly affected. After all, good
governance in the implementation of the SEZ policy requires, among others, ensuring
mutual benefits in income distribution process without causing more social disparity,
promoting the transfer of technology, protecting the environment, and establishing
mitigation plans.

Keywords: status and utility of lands, Mae Sot special economic zone, socio-economic,
cultural impacts, movement, community, civil society
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