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Abstract

This study examines the economic influence of China in Laos’s Special Economic Zones (SEZs) and the
resulting security implications for Thailand’s Golden Triangle region. Using a qualitative approach—including
field observations, interviews, and document analysis—conducted from March 1, 2023, to February 29, 2024,
and analyzed through thematic data analysis, the research identifies specific patterns of Chinese investment that
drive economic growth but also challenge regional stability. China’s SEZs in Laos, particularly in areas near the
Golden Triangle, focus heavily on infrastructure, tourism, and commercial sectors. These investments, while
promoting trade and development, create economic dependencies that may compromise Laos’s sovereignty
and shift local economies towards a dual structure where legitimate enterprises coexist with informal and illicit
networks.

The findings reveal that improved cross-border connectivity facilitates both legal trade and transnational
crime, including drug trafficking and human smuggling, which exacerbate security challenges for Thailand.
Additionally, socio-cultural shifts from the influx of Chinese workers and tourists influence local demographics,
increasing living costs and causing tensions in Thai border communities. The study concludes that Thailand must
strategically navigate these developments by strengthening border security, engaging in diplomatic collaboration
with China and Laos, and fostering regional partnerships within ASEAN. This nuanced approach will be essential
to balancing economic benefits with sovereignty concerns and mitigating security risks. Ultimately, the research
highlights the importance of policies that support sustainable regional integration and maintain stability in the

face of China’s expanding economic presence in Southeast Asia.
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Introduction

The increasing economic influence of China in Southeast Asia, particularly through investments in Laos’s
Special Economic Zones (SEZs), has brought transformative changes to the region. These SEZs form part of
China’s broader Belt and Road Initiative (BRI), which aims to connect Asian, European, and African markets via
extensive infrastructure projects. In Laos, China’s investments in SEZs are part of a strategy to create a network
of interconnected economic hubs, making Laos a critical transit point for goods and capital flow from China into
Southeast Asia. As a traditionally landlocked country, Laos is experiencing rapid changes as it evolves into a
“land-linked” nation, with China heavily involved in financing infrastructure, such as the Laos-China Railway, and
establishing zones for tourism, trade, and industry (Phompida & Yu, 2022).

These developments bring Laos economic benefits in the form of trade and investment, but they also
create regional dependencies that may compromise its sovereignty and limit its policy autonomy. Thailand,
sharing a critical border with Laos within the geographically and strategically sensitive Golden Triangle region,
is particularly impacted by these changes. The Golden Triangle, encompassing areas of northern Thailand, Laos,
and Myanmar, has historically faced governance challenges due to its rugged terrain and porous borders, which
have long facilitated illicit activities like drug trafficking and smuggling (Lu & Dwyer, 2023). In recent years,
however, China’s economic expansion in Lao SEZs has introduced a new dimension to the region, reshaping
local economies and security concerns.

This study explores the intersection of China’s economic influence in Lao SEZs and the resulting
implications for Thailand’s security dynamics within the Golden Triangle. The proximity of SEZs, such as the Kings
Romans Casino in Laos’s Bokeo Province, presents unique challenges for Thailand. Improved infrastructure and
greater connectivity foster economic growth, but they also intensify cross-border security issues, including the
movement of illicit goods and human trafficking, often exacerbated by the loose regulatory environment in these
zones (Luang-aramsri, 2017). For Thailand, the implications of this transformation are complex, raising questions
about sovereignty, crime, and the stability of its borders.

The specific patterns of Chinese investment, including infrastructure development, tourism promotion,
and commercial activities within SEZs, contribute to both economic growth and heightened security risks for
Thailand. This influence reshapes the dynamics of Thailand’s traditional “bamboo diplomacy”—a strategy of
balancing relationships with more powerful neighbors—now challenged by the simultaneous need to collaborate

with China on economic initiatives and to safeguard national security.
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In summary, this study aims to elucidate the nuanced security and economic impacts of China’s SEZ
investments in Laos on Thailand’s Golden Triangle. Understanding these interactions will allow Thailand to craft

policies that balance economic cooperation and protect its security interests in this critical borderland region.

Research Question

This study explores the primary question: How does China’s economic influence, through the development of

SEZs in Laos, impact the security dynamics within Thailand’s Golden Triangle region?

Research Objective

The objective of this research is to examine the patterns and implications of China’s growing presence in
Lao SEZs, identifying both the economic opportunities and security risks for Thailand. By investigating these dual
impacts, the study aims to equip Thai policymakers and ASEAN stakeholders with insights to make informed

strategic decisions regarding Thailand’s engagements with China, Laos, and the region's security landscape.

Research Methods

This research adopted a qualitative approach, integrating field observations, interviews, document
analysis, and case studies to explore the economic influence of China in Lao SEZs and its security implications
for Thailand’s Golden Triangle. This methodological framework was designed to capture both the tangible
economic patterns and the socio-political impacts of Chinese SEZ investments, especially concerning border
security and local dynamics in Thailand.

1. Research Design

This study used a qualitative exploratory research design to capture the depth and complexity of China’s
economic engagement in Lao SEZs and its cross-border effects on Thailand’s security.

2. Data Collection Methods

2.1 Field Observations

Objective: To observe the impact of Chinese investments in Lao SEZs on the economy, security, and
community interactions.

Scope: Bokeo Province and Vientiane Capital. In Bokeo, observations concentrated on infrastructure
developments, shifts in local commerce, and border activity, highlighting direct impacts from Chinese
investments. In Vientiane Capital, a broader scope examined changes in landscape, infrastructure expansion,
and economic growth resulting from Chinese influence. Together, these observations provided insight into the
patterns and implications of Chinese investment in Lao SEZs, particularly regarding security and economic

impacts for Thailand in the Golden Triangle region.
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Procedure: Researcher observed SEZ activity as a tourist in Bokeo Province and as an academic in
Vientiane Capital, observing visual evidence of economic growth (e.g., construction of casinos, hotels, trade
centers) and signs of informal or illicit activities such as trafficking routes or customs procedures.

2.2 Semi-Structured Interviews

Objective: To obtain detailed perspectives on the implications of Chinese SEZs from knowledgeable
key informants.

Participants: Six key informants were selected based on their expertise and local engagement.

Experts in Southeast Asian Studies (e.g., political scientist) for broader regional insights.

Local key informants (e.g., community leaders, local business operators in Thailand’s Golden
Triangle).

Procedure: The study employed semi-structured interviews with open-ended questions tailored to
each participant group. Interviews were conducted face-to-face where feasible; otherwise, digital platforms such
as Zoom were used to ensure accessibility. Informal conversations with local Lao residents were also
complemented by formal interviews to capture everyday perspectives.

2.3 Document Analysis

Objective: To analyze secondary data for historical, economic, and security insights on China’s
influence in the SEZs and Thailand’s response.

Sources: Academic articles, government policies, international reports, media, and research
publications on the Belt and Road Initiative, Lao SEZs, and Thailand’s Golden Triangle. With an average age of
6.9 years, these materials provided contemporary, relevant, and reliable understandings aligned with the
research objective and scope.

Procedure: A thematic analysis was conducted to extract key data on economic dependency,
security implications, and cultural impacts, triangulating findings with other data sources for robustness.

2.4 Case Studies

Objective: To examine Chinese SEZs illustrating the patterns and impacts of Chinese influence on
local economies and security in Thailand’s border regions.

Selection: Case studies focused on the Kings Romans Casino and the Golden Triangle SEZ in Bokeo
Province.

Data Points: Each case analyzed investment types, infrastructure changes, the regulatory environment,

and associated security concerns (e.g., human trafficking, drug smuggling).
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Procedure: Data were gathered through on-site observations, local interviews, and review of secondary

sources to compile each case’s context and impact.

3. Data Analysis Techniques

Thematic Analysis:

This technique identified recurring themes from interview transcripts, observation notes, and documents,
such as economic dependencies, security risks, and socio-cultural shifts.

Key themes were coded, categorized, and aligned with the research questions, allowing for a systematic
understanding of how economic patterns in SEZs impacted security dynamics in Thailand.

Cross-Case Synthesis:

Case study data were synthesized to identify common patterns and unique impacts of each SEZ on
regional security.

This synthesis provided a holistic view of trends, comparing areas of intense economic activity and varied
regulatory responses.

4. Ethical Considerations

Informed Consent: Interview participants were briefed about the research’s objective and scope.

Confidentiality: Sensitive data, particularly regarding security, were securely stored and accessible only
to the researcher.

Cultural Sensitivity: Researcher was trained to respect local customs and regulations in Thailand and
Laos to ensure respectful interactions with local communities.

5. Limitations

Accessibility: Some SEZ areas might have restricted access, potentially limiting observational data.

Reliance on Self-Reported Data: Key informants’ perspectives were subjective, and findings were

triangulated with other data sources to mitigate this limitation.

Conceptual/Theoretical Literature Review

1. Theoretical Foundations of Border Studies

Border studies draw on interdisciplinary insights to understand the impact of borders on identity, economy,
and governance. Scholars like Wilson and Donnan (2012) emphasize how borders are dynamic social constructs,
affecting and shaped by surrounding communities. Martinez (1994) categorizes border regions by degrees of
interdependence and integration, highlighting how varied border interactions influence cross-national relations.
Ong (1999) further explore borders as zones of cultural negotiation and as central regions in global capitalism,

challenging traditional views of state sovereignty and control.
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2. Geopolitics

Geopolitics focuses on how geography and resources shape power dynamics between nations. Critical
geopolitics, as discussed by scholars like O Tuathail and Dalby (1998), shifts this view, emphasizing social and cultural
elements in shaping international relations. In the Golden Triangle, China’s infrastructure investments have increased
economic activity but simultaneously introduce sovereignty and security concerns due to the historical presence of
drug trafficking and illegal trade in the region.

3. Geoeconomics

Geoeconomics merges economic and political analysis to assess how countries use economic means to
assert geopolitical influence. China’s approach in Laos through the Belt and Road Initiative (BRI) and SEZs
underscores this strategy, integrating Laos into its economic sphere and reinforcing its regional influence. While these
investments drive economic development, they also raise security issues, such as concerns in Thailand about
increased cross-border crime due to the porous nature of the border.

4. Power Dynamics and Security Implications

China’s growing economic presence in Laos shifts regional power balances, prompting Thailand to reassess
its security strategies. The regulatory flexibility of Lao SEZs may exacerbate issues like drug trafficking, human
trafficking, and organized crime, often involving non-state actors who exploit weak border controls. This literature
emphasizes that Thailand’s concerns extend beyond economics to security, necessitating a proactive stance on
border management and regional collaboration to counterbalance China’s influence.

5. Time-Space Compression and Regional Connectivity

Time-space compression, as articulated by Marx and Harvey, refers to how globalization compresses time
and space, enabling quicker movement of goods and information. China’s infrastructure projects, such as high-speed
rail, epitomize this compression, linking previously remote regions within the Golden Triangle. While this connectivity
fosters economic integration, it also eases the movement of illicit goods and networks, reinforcing the need for
coordinated law enforcement and regional security efforts (Chantrawarin, 2023).

6. Related Research on China's Influence

Research on China’s economic expansion in Southeast Asia, particularly via the Belt and Road Initiative (BRI)
and Mekong-Lancang Cooperation (MLC), reveals a dual narrative of economic opportunity and security risks.
Empirical studies show that Chinese investments have boosted the Lao economy by creating jobs, alleviating poverty,
and developing infrastructure. However, this expansion also raises significant security concerns for neighboring
Thailand (Busbarat, 2018). Laos considers China’s BRI essential for transforming from “landlocked” to “land-linked,”

with projects like the China-Laos Railway strengthening regional connectivity. Yet, critics highlight issues of economic
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dependency, as the project's debt—nearly one-third of Laos’” GDP—magnifies financial vulnerability. Additionally,
rapid infrastructure growth brings social and environmental challenges, stressing the need for Laos to balance
infrastructure development with sustainable debt management and local protections (Hung & Hong, 2022).

The economic benefits and risks associated with Chinese investment evoke caution among stakeholders.
While economic growth potential is evident, there are concerns over cross-border crime and national sovereignty. This
dual perspective underscores the complexities of foreign investment impacts, especially in sensitive geopolitical areas
like the Golden Triangle (Chantrawarin, 2023).

The need for Thailand to reassess its strategic policies becomes evident, given the intertwining of economic
gain with security threats. ASEAN Studies Center (2021) emphasizes that Thailand’s response must include
collaborative efforts within the region to mitigate these emerging threats. Consequently, this dynamic landscape
necessitates a comprehensive approach that balances economic growth with national security.

However, a policy guideline that integrates economic benefits with security considerations remains
underexplored in current research. The literature lacks a detailed examination of Thailand’s strategic policy responses
and the operationalization of regional cooperation frameworks to mitigate the unique security risks posed by China’s
expanding influence, particularly in border regions like the Golden Triangle. This research gap underscores the
necessity of this further studies provides a framework for balancing economic growth with national security in an
evolving geopolitical landscape.

In conclusion, the literature on China’s influence in Laos’s Special Economic Zones (SEZs) and the resulting
implications for Thailand’s security in the Golden Triangle reveals a complex intersection of economic, geopoalitical,
and security dimensions. While China's engagement promises substantial economic development, it simultaneously
demands vigilance and strategic planning from Thailand to address the security challenges that arise. As these
dynamics continue to evolve, ongoing research and regional cooperation are essential to navigate the intricate

challenges and capitalize on the potential benefits of China’s expanding role in Southeast Asia.

Economic Patterns of Chinese Influence in Lao SEZs
China’s investment in Laos’s SEZs has accelerated since the announcement of the Belt and Road Initiative
(BRI) in 2013. Through SEZs strategically placed near key transportation hubs and borders, China is facilitating
economic transformation in Laos, reshaping its role from a landlocked to a “land-linked” nation. These SEZs,
particularly those located near the Golden Triangle, such as the Golden Triangle Special Economic Zone in Bokeo
Province, play a crucial role in connecting Chinese economic activities with Southeast Asia and beyond.
Existing literature on China’s economic expansion in Southeast Asia—primarily through the Belt and Road

Initiative (BRI) and Mekong-Lancang Cooperation (MLC)—highlights the dual impact of economic opportunity
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and security risk. Studies have primarily focused on the economic benefits in Laos, such as job creation and
poverty reduction, while also documenting the security risks for Thailand, including cross-border crime and
sovereignty concerns. This has brought attention to these dynamics, emphasizing the need for Thailand to
reassess its policies and seek regional collaboration to address the emerging threats (Chantrawarin, 2023).
However, a comprehensive approach that effectively integrates economic benefits with security
considerations remains underexplored in current research. The literature lacks a detailed examination of
Thailand’s strategic policy responses and the operationalization of regional cooperation frameworks to mitigate
the unique security risks posed by China’s expanding influence, particularly in border regions like the Golden
Triangle. Furthermore, there is a need for empirical studies assessing the effectiveness of such collaborations in
addressing issues like sovereignty threats and economic dependency. This research gap underscores the
necessity of further studies that not only explore Thailand's current policy responses but also provide actionable
frameworks for balancing economic growth with national security in an evolving geopolitical landscape.

1. Economic Transformation in Lao SEZs

The Lao SEZs are central to China’s regional strategy for enhancing connectivity through the BRI.
Infrastructure developments, such as the Laos-China Railway, roads, and bridges, directly link Laos with China’s
Yunnan Province, forming a seamless trade route into Thailand and further into ASEAN markets. The railway,
which runs from Kunming in China to Vientiane, Laos, is a significant corridor for goods and services that shortens
travel times and reduces transportation costs, thus reinforcing Laos’s strategic position as an economic gateway
between China and Southeast Asia (Hung & Hong, 2022).

These SEZs are designed to attract tourism, industry, and commerce, with infrastructure that caters
to Chinese tourists, businesses, and capital (Manager Online, 2022). The Golden Triangle SEZ, which includes
facilities such as casinos, luxury hotels, and shopping centers, is particularly notable for its ability to attract
Chinese tourists, promoting economic growth in the form of increased spending on entertainment, hospitality,
and retail. This tourism influx also brings informal economic activities, as Chinese businesses establish satellite
operations in Laos, bringing both formal investments and a network of informal enterprises.

While these developments offer economic opportunities for Laos, they also raise dependency
concerns. Laos increasingly relies on Chinese capital, with Chinese enterprises dominating the SEZ landscape
and impacting local economic policies. This dependency could lead to a situation where Laos has limited
autonomy in economic policymaking, aligning its priorities with Beijing’s interests instead of local developmental
goals. The pattern of Chinese economic influence in Laos suggests a shift toward a “neo-colonial” dynamic,

where infrastructure and financial investment deepen Laos’s economic reliance on China.
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2. Patterns of Investment in Key Sectors

Chinese investments in Lao SEZs are concentrated in sectors with high revenue potential, such as
hospitality, agriculture, and entertainment, reflecting a profit-oriented approach. In the tourism and hospitality
sectors, Chinese investors own and operate hotels, casinos, and restaurants, creating an economic environment
heavily skewed toward foreign-owned enterprises. The Kings Romans Casino in the Golden Triangle SEZ is a
prominent example of Chinese-led development that has transformed this area into an entertainment and
gambling hub, drawing thousands of Chinese tourists and establishing an economic zone largely dependent on
foreign consumer spending (Manager Online, 2022).

In agriculture, Chinese firms lease large land tracts for plantation-style farming, growing crops like
rubber, bananas, and sugarcane primarily for export back to China. This pattern impacts local livelihoods, often
displacing traditional farming practices and increasing competition for resources like water and arable land. This
investment-driven approach can lead to resource exploitation, with limited benefits to local communities who may
not see equitable distribution of the economic gains generated by SEZ activities (Coxhead, 2015).

This targeted investment pattern fosters economic growth, but it also leads to a dual economy. On
one side, legitimate business activities contribute to Laos’s GDP and create jobs, though primarily for Chinese
workers; on the other side, a shadow economy thrives, where money laundering, informal lending, and illicit trade
operate under the guise of legitimate businesses. In the Golden Triangle SEZ, for example, reports of illicit
activities such as money laundering through casinos and illegal wildlife trade suggest that economic gains come
with significant regulatory challenges (Sindell, 2024).

3. Implications for Thailand’s Economy and Border Cities

The economic shifts in Lao SEZs have ripple effects in Thailand, especially in its northern provinces
bordering Laos. Thai border cities, like Chiang Rai and Chiang Saen, face both opportunities and challenges as trade
and tourism volumes increase due to cross-border infrastructure. The improved connectivity allows Thai businesses
to capitalize on new market opportunities, benefiting sectors such as logistics, retail, and tourism. Local economies
may experience a boost as Chinese tourists visiting SEZs also travel to nearby Thai border towns, spending on
accommodations, food, and shopping.

However, there are growing concerns about resource competition and economic dependency. Increased
Chinese presence in the Golden Triangle region pressures local Thai businesses to compete with Chinese-owned
establishments that may enjoy regulatory advantages in Laos. Moreover, while Thailand benefits from cross-border
trade, it also faces risks associated with economic dependency on Chinese capital and tourism, potentially leading to

a situation where the economic stability of border cities hinges on Chinese spending and investment patterns.
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4. Socioeconomic and Sovereignty Concerns for Thailand

Thailand’s sovereignty concerns are also influenced by China’s economic patterns in Lao SEZs.
As Chinese investors and tourists increase in the Golden Triangle, economic power gradually shifts toward
Chinese-controlled zones, sometimes leading to challenges in maintaining national sovereignty. This issue is
particularly sensitive given the role of the Golden Triangle as a historically autonomous region with limited state
oversight (ASEAN Studies Center, 2021).

As SEZs grow, Thailand faces heightened risks related to transnational crime and informal economies
that do not align with national regulations (Manager Online, 2022). In addition, the dependency of Lao SEZs on
Chinese capital impacts Thai economic stability indirectly. Any shifts in Chinese investment policies or tourism
patterns can destabilize the local Thai economies that have grown dependent on this influx, complicating efforts
to maintain a balanced economic relationship with China.

The economic patterns of Chinese influence in Lao SEZs have a profound effect on Thailand’s
northern region. These patterns facilitate cross-border trade and tourism while simultaneously creating
dependencies and regulatory challenges that affect Thailand’s economic resilience and border stability. The
influence of Chinese capital in the Golden Triangle SEZs illustrates the broader geoceconomic strategy of China’s
BRI, where economic growth in Laos carries potential risks to Thailand’s economic independence and security

in the region (Chantrawarin, 2023; Luang-aramsri, 2017).

Socio-Cultural and Migration Patterns Impacting Thailand’s Border Stability

The influx of Chinese capital into Lao SEZs has reshaped local demographics and social dynamics,
introducing both economic opportunities and cultural challenges for border communities. In northern Laos, Chinese
workers, business owners, and tourists increasingly populate SEZs, where they contribute to rapid socio-economic
changes but also strain traditional practices and values. The cultural shifts within these zones have considerable
impacts across the border in Thailand, particularly in the Golden Triangle area, where Thailand’s local communities
face pressure from demographic shifts, rising living costs, and altered economic dynamics.1

1. Migration and Demographic Shifts

Chinese migration to Lao SEZs, primarily for work and business investment, has fundamentally changed
the demographic landscape of northern Laos, particularly in the Bokeo Province where the Golden Triangle SEZ is
situated. The SEZs are primarily geared toward Chinese tourists and workers, many of whom reside temporarily in
Laos for employment in tourism and hospitality, agriculture, and informal sectors. Large-scale tourism projects, such
as casinos, hotels, and restaurants, attract Chinese workers and visitors, creating a micro-economy that often operates

independently from the local Lao population. The demographic concentration of Chinese nationals in these zones
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often makes the SEZs appear culturally closer to China than Laos, as businesses cater to Chinese consumer
preferences, and Mandarin becomes a dominant language within these areas.

This migration pattern extends its influence to Thailand, where communities near the SEZs experience
socio-cultural spillovers. Thai border communities in Chiang Rai and Chiang Saen are seeing increased numbers of
Chinese tourists who visit Laos and often cross the border to explore Thailand. While this boost in tourism benefits
local Thai businesses, it also contributes to rising real estate prices, increasing living costs, and heightened demand
for services, which can lead to economic displacement for Thai residents who may struggle to compete with foreign-
owned businesses. For instance, Chinese tourists might frequent Chinese-owned establishments within Thai borders,
bypassing local businesses and reinforcing a cultural divide.

2. Societal Impacts and Cultural Tensions

The increasing Chinese presence has led to noticeable societal changes in northern Laos, with effects
spilling over into Thailand’s nearby border communities. Traditional Lao and Thai cultural practices, such as small-
scale agriculture, communal markets, and locally owned businesses, are increasingly sidelined in favor of Chinese-
run establishments that dominate the SEZs. The presence of Chinese-owned businesses often creates a dual
economy where Lao nationals and Thai border communities must compete with Chinese enterprises that bring in
capital from abroad, enjoy privileged positions within SEZs, and sometimes have exclusive access to resources. This
dual economy can cause tension among local residents who may feel economically marginalized (Hung & Hong,
2022).

Moreover, cultural tensions have surfaced as Chinese-owned businesses and tourist establishments
reshape local customs. For instance, the widespread use of Mandarin in SEZ business transactions can alienate local
residents who are not fluent in the language, deepening social divides. Additionally, the shift from traditional to modern
infrastructure designed to meet Chinese preferences further disconnects local populations from the economic
advantages that SEZs initially promised. For young Lao residents, this often translates to low-wage employment with
limited economic mobility. Thai communities are also experiencing a shift in cultural landscape, with increasing
numbers of Chinese tourists bringing changes to local hospitality norms, consumer behaviors, and even property
ownership patterns, as Chinese investors sometimes purchase property near the border, raising concerns over long-
term cultural preservation (Zhou, 2021).

3. Implications for Border Stability and Sovereignty in Thailand

These socio-cultural shifts carry implications for Thailand’s border stability and national sovereignty. As
Chinese economic influence grows, Thailand faces a challenging balancing act: fostering economic ties with China

while maintaining social stability and preserving its cultural heritage. For Thailand, sovereignty concerns are
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exacerbated by the presence of Chinese-owned enterprises and property near its borders, potentially influencing
local governance and economic control (Chantrawarin, 2023).

Moreover, the heightened Chinese presence in the Golden Triangle may encourage informal governance
structures that prioritize Chinese economic interests over those of local Thai and Lao populations. This could lead to
situations where Thai authorities feel pressured to accommodate Chinese investors and visitors, even if these
accommodations disrupt local livelihoods or infringe upon Thai cultural values. For example, if Thai-owned businesses
struggle to compete, local communities may perceive these SEZs as extensions of Chinese territory rather than zones
of mutual economic growth (Hung & Hong, 2022).

4. Rising Living Costs and Economic Displacement

An unintended consequence of the demographic and economic shifts is the rising cost of living in Thai
border communities. Increased demand for housing and consumer goods from Chinese tourists and residents has
driven up prices, making it difficult for locals to afford property or sustain traditional livelihoods. For example, local
farmers who once relied on subsistence agriculture now face higher land costs, which limit their ability to compete in
the regional economy. This economic displacement not only affects Thailand’s border residents but also deepens
cultural tensions, as local populations may feel they are losing their land, culture, and economic agency to foreign
capital.

China’s economic expansion into Lao SEZs has introduced a range of socio-cultural and demographic
shifts that impact Thailand’s Golden Triangle. These shifts contribute to both cultural diversification and socio-
economic challenges, putting pressure on Thailand’s traditional governance and societal frameworks. As the Thai
government navigates these complexities, policies that protect local culture, regulate cross-border property
transactions, and promote equitable economic opportunities will be essential to maintaining border stability and

safeguarding the unique cultural identity of the Golden Triangle region.

Security Dynamics in the Golden Triangle

The expansion of China’s economic influence in Lao SEZs has heightened security concerns in Thailand’s
Golden Triangle, a historically sensitive region where Thailand, Laos, and Myanmar converge. While increased
infrastructure and cross-border connectivity bring economic benefits, they also exacerbate security challenges,
including drug trafficking, human smuggling, and other forms of organized crime. The loose regulatory
environment of SEZs and the influx of foreign capital create conditions ripe for transnational crime, impacting

Thailand’s national security and posing risks to its sovereignty (ASEAN Studies Center, 2021).
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1. Cross-Border Crime and Transnational Threats

The Golden Triangle has a long-standing reputation as a center for illicit trade, particularly in
narcotics, due to its rugged terrain, porous borders, and limited state oversight. As China develops infrastructure
in Lao SEZs, it enhances connectivity through roads, bridges, and railways, improving access to markets and
accelerating cross-border movement (Phompida & Yu, 2022). However, this increased connectivity also
facilitates the flow of illegal goods. Improved transportation networks allow traffickers and smugglers to move
drugs, wildlife, and humans more efficiently, evading Thai law enforcement by crossing borders in remote areas
or using SEZ infrastructure to shield illegal activities.

For example, the Kings Romans Casino in Laos’s Golden Triangle SEZ has been linked to organized
crime, including human trafficking, drug smuggling, and illegal wildlife trade. This SEZ, established primarily for
tourism and gambling, operates under a unique jurisdictional framework that limits local oversight, making it
difficult for Lao and Thai authorities to regulate activities within its boundaries. The casino attracts international
tourists and investors but has also drawn transnational crime syndicates who exploit the SEZ’s autonomy to
conduct illegal business.

For Thai authorities, this SEZ presents a challenge, as it functions as a conduit for cross-border crime
that impacts both Thai and Lao border communities (Wongsuban, 2023).

2. Organized Crime Networks and Security Threats

The expansion of SEZs has created opportunities for criminal networks to exploit regulatory loopholes
and weak enforcement. Organized crime groups often operate within SEZs by establishing legal fronts—such as
casinos, hospitality businesses, and logistics companies—that facilitate the laundering of money from illicit
activities. In the Golden Triangle SEZ, money laundering through casinos is prevalent, as funds generated from
drug trafficking and human trafficking can be integrated into the legal economy under the guise of legitimate
earnings. These criminal operations are often sophisticated and international in scope, involving actors from
China, Laos, Thailand, and beyond (Wongsuban, 2023).

The involvement of Chinese criminal actors adds complexity to Thailand’s security situation. Chinese
crime networks, sometimes intertwined with Chinese business interests in Lao SEZs, exploit weak regulations to
expand operations across borders. This situation complicates diplomatic relations, as Thailand must balance its
need to combat organized crime with its desire to maintain positive economic relations with China. The
transnational nature of these criminal networks, which often operate across Thai, Lao, and Chinese borders,

makes it difficult for Thailand to act unilaterally, underscoring the need for enhanced regional cooperation.
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3. Border Security Challenges for Thailand

Thailand faces significant border security challenges as it seeks to curb cross-border crime while
balancing economic cooperation with China. The improved infrastructure linking Laos and Thailand offers dual
benefits and risks: while it promotes trade, it also increases opportunities for illegal activities to move undetected.
Border cities like Chiang Rai and Chiang Saen, already hubs of cross-border activity, now see increased flows
of people and goods, complicating the work of Thai law enforcement and customs authorities (Sahu, 2022)

Thai authorities have responded by increasing surveillance and border patrols in the Golden Triangle.
Surveillance technologies such as drones, sensors, and cameras are deployed to monitor remote border areas
where trafficking activities are common. Additionally, Thailand collaborates with Laos on intelligence-sharing
initiatives, aiming to intercept traffickers before they reach Thai territory. However, these efforts are limited by
budget constraints, technological gaps, and the logistical difficulties of monitoring rugged terrain (Hu & Konrad,
2021).

An additional security issue arises when SEZs become safe havens for criminals, providing them with
shelter from local enforcement while operating in a jurisdiction with limited oversight (Transborder News, 2023).
Thai authorities find it challenging to extend their reach into these SEZs due to diplomatic considerations and the
quasi-autonomous nature of zones like the Kings Romans Casino SEZ. Any attempts to enforce Thai laws or
conduct raids in SEZs would require Laos’s cooperation and potentially China’s consent, making enforcement
difficult and diplomatically sensitive.

4. Sovereignty Concerns and the Presence of Chinese Security Forces

Another security dynamic emerges with the involvement of Chinese law enforcement in protecting
Chinese nationals and investments in Lao SEZs. In some cases, China has deployed security personnel to SEZs
to maintain order, particularly in cases where Chinese citizens are involved in disputes or crimes. This practice
raises sovereignty concerns for both Laos and Thailand, as it effectively allows Chinese authorities to exercise
influence near or at Thai borders (Hu & Konrad, 2021)

The presence of Chinese security forces is particularly sensitive for Thailand, as it raises concerns
about Thailand’s own ability to control and secure its borders. In the event of a transnational incident involving
Chinese citizens or assets, Thailand may face diplomatic pressure from China to resolve the issue in ways that
prioritize Chinese interests. This dynamic could undermine Thailand’s sovereignty, as it may restrict Thai law
enforcement’s ability to take independent action in response to security threats that cross from Laos into Thailand.

Additionally, the strategic placement of SEZs and Chinese infrastructure along the Mekong River

gives China leverage over critical water routes used by Thai fishing and trade vessels. China has previously
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deployed its forces along the Mekong to protect commercial interests, creating a de facto zone of influence in an
area that Thailand considers essential to its security and economic interests. For Thailand, this encroachment
along the Mekong represents both a security and sovereignty challenge, as the expansion of Chinese influence
over these critical waterways limits Thailand’s autonomy in managing regional resources (ASEAN Studies Center,
2021)

5. Implications for Thailand’s Regional Security Strategy

The security challenges posed by China’s economic influence in Lao SEZs compel Thailand to
reassess its border policies and regional security strategies. Thailand’s response has included bolstering
ASEAN-led regional security frameworks, enhancing joint border patrols with Laos, and participating in
multilateral forums such as the Mekong-Lancang Cooperation, which fosters cross-border security collaboration.
However, these measures are only as effective as the level of cooperation and trust between the participating
nations, and Thailand remains wary of potential Chinese overreach in regional security arrangements.

To mitigate security risks, Thailand may consider investing in advanced border security technologies,
enhancing data-sharing networks, and expanding community-based security initiatives that involve local
communities in reporting suspicious cross-border activities. Additionally, establishing diplomatic frameworks that
allow for more structured cooperation with Chinese and Lao law enforcement could strengthen Thailand’s ability
to address transnational crime without compromising sovereignty. However, these efforts will require sustained
diplomatic engagement and a commitment to balancing economic gains with the need for border stability and
security.

China’s economic expansion in Lao SEZs has transformed the security landscape in Thailand’s
Golden Triangle, intensifying cross-border crime, straining Thailand’s border security resources, and raising
sovereignty concerns. As Thailand grapples with these challenges, the need for a nuanced, strategic approach
becomes clear. Effective security responses will require Thailand to balance economic cooperation with robust
security measures that safeguard national interests while adapting to the complex dynamics of transnational

crime and regional power shifts (Hu & Konrad, 2021)

Geopolitical and Policy Implications for Thailand

The growing Chinese economic influence in Lao SEZs near the Thai border presents Thailand with a
complex set of geopolitical and policy challenges. As China increases its presence in the region through
infrastructure investments and SEZ developments, Thailand must navigate this landscape carefully. The strategic
positioning of SEZs within the Golden Triangle, a historically autonomous and contested border area, has

significant implications for Thailand’s security posture, diplomatic strategies, and economic policies. This section
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explores how Thailand can balance economic cooperation with China while safeguarding its sovereignty and
ensuring regional security.

1. Strategic Positioning and “Bamboo Diplomacy”

Thailand’s traditional foreign policy approach, often referred to as “bamboo diplomacy,” involves
balancing relations with powerful neighbors while maintaining its independence. This strategy has allowed
Thailand to navigate geopolitical pressures without becoming overly reliant on any single power (Baker &
Phongpaichit, 2014). However, as China’s economic influence in the Golden Triangle expands, Thailand faces
heightened pressure to align its economic and security policies with China’s regional interests, risking potential
dependency.

China’s infrastructural investments under the BRI, especially in transportation and logistics,
increasingly tie Thailand’s economy to China’s regional network. Thailand benefits from these investments, which
enhance connectivity and trade opportunities, but this dependency also creates vulnerabilities. Thailand faces
the challenge of reducing over-reliance on Chinese capital by diversifying its economic partnerships
(Kokkhangplu et al., 2024). This involves strengthening ties with other ASEAN countries and expanding
cooperation with external partners such as Japan, the United States, the European Union, and emerging
economies like those in the BRICS group.

To maintain its strategic autonomy, Thailand could emphasize its role within ASEAN and bolster
regional cooperation through forums such as the Mekong-Lancang Cooperation. This approach would help
Thailand create a multilateral counterbalance to China’s influence, allowing it to address regional security and
economic integration issues collaboratively. By fostering diplomatic ties within ASEAN, Thailand can strengthen
its position within the region while mitigating the risks of dependency on China.

2. Policy Options and Strategic Recommendations

Thailand faces the need to adopt proactive policies to address the security and economic implications
of Chinese influence in the Golden Triangle. Several policy options can help Thailand navigate these challenges
while maintaining a balance between economic gains and security imperatives:

2.1 Enhancing Border Infrastructure and Surveillance: Given the cross-border crime associated
with SEZs, Thailand can prioritize investments in border security infrastructure, such as surveillance technologies,
patrol facilities, and customs checkpoints. Strengthening digital surveillance and adopting Al-driven monitoring
can improve the detection and interception of illicit activities along the porous borders of the Golden Triangle.

2.2 Strengthening Regional Security Alliances: Thailand can continue to work closely with

regional allies within ASEAN and the Mekong subregion. Collaborating on transnational crime prevention and
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sharing intelligence with neighboring countries, especially Laos, is essential for countering organized crime
networks. Strengthening frameworks for intelligence sharing and conducting joint operations could enhance
regional security while building trust and transparency among ASEAN members (Thasothorn Tuthongkham,
personal communication, 20 May 2024).

2.3 Establishing Diplomatic Channels with China and Laos: Formalizing diplomatic channels
specifically dedicated to security issues related to SEZs could facilitate effective cooperation without
compromising sovereignty. For example, Thailand could establish a ftrilateral security council with China and
Laos, allowing these nations to coordinate on matters such as cross-border crime and human trafficking while
respecting each other’s jurisdictional boundaries.

Community-Based Security Initiatives: Engaging local communities in border security efforts can
strengthen Thailand’s defense against transnational crime. Community-based programs that educate residents
on identifying and reporting illegal activities can be highly effective in remote areas where state enforcement is
limited. Local involvement in security initiatives fosters trust and ensures that Thailand’s border communities are
resilient against the socio-economic disruptions posed by Chinese investments (Niwat Roikaew, personal
communication, 13 July 2021).

2.4 Encouraging Diversified Foreign Investment: To reduce economic dependency on China,
Thailand could diversify its foreign investments by strengthening economic ties with other nations interested in
Southeast Asia. Incentivizing foreign direct investment from Japan, South Korea, and ASEAN members could
help Thailand balance Chinese influence in its economy. Additionally, encouraging domestic investments and
developing industries less reliant on Chinese capital would strengthen Thailand’s economic resilience.

2.5 Environmental Policy Alignment: Chinese investments in SEZs have significant environmental
impacts, particularly in ecologically sensitive areas of the Mekong River basin (Coxhead, 2015; Timmer, 2015).
Thailand could work closely with Laos to establish environmental standards for SEZs, ensuring that development
projects align with both countries’ environmental priorities. This cooperation could help prevent resource
depletion and pollution, which directly affect Thai border communities and agriculture.

2.6 Balancing Economic Opportunities with Security: China’s investments in Lao SEZs bring
substantial economic benefits, particularly through enhanced connectivity and expanded trade routes, yet they
also come with security and sovereignty concerns. Thailand’s response must strike a balance between seizing
economic opportunities and safeguarding national security. While the BRI-driven projects increase Thailand’s
access to international markets, they may also reduce Thailand’s control over cross-border economic activities,

impacting local livelihoods and social structures within Thai border regions.
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By adopting policies that balance economic growth with regulatory oversight, Thailand can protect
its sovereignty while engaging productively with China. Thailand’s ongoing relationship with China under
initiatives like the BRI underscores the importance of a pragmatic approach that embraces economic integration
while addressing security risks through policy measures and regional collaborations. In particular, Thailand must
ensure that Chinese investments do not undermine its ability to regulate activities within its borders, especially in
sensitive border areas like the Golden Triangle.

3. Policy Recommendations Summary

3.1 Develop robust border security measures through surveillance and community-based initiatives
to counter cross-border crime and illegal activities stemming from SEZs.

3.2 Strengthen ASEAN collaboration and participate in regional security frameworks to create a
counterbalance to Chinese influence in the Mekong region.

3.3 Pursue economic diversification by attracting foreign investments from non-Chinese sources
to mitigate dependency and increase resilience.

3.4 Collaborate on environmental standards with Laos to safeguard the Mekong River ecosystem
and address ecological impacts of SEZ developments.

Thailand’s response to the growing Chinese presence in Lao SEZs will define its security and diplomatic
positioning within Southeast Asia. By implementing strategic policy responses and leveraging regional alliances,
Thailand can balance economic cooperation with China while addressing the complex security dynamics of the
Golden Triangle. These measures will not only protect Thailand’s sovereignty but also foster a stable and prosperous

environment for continued cross-border economic growth.

Discussion

The research findings highlight the complex relationship between China’s growing economic involvement
in Lao Special Economic Zones (SEZs) and the associated security implications for Thailand’s Golden Triangle
region. This study places these observations within the larger discussions of economic development, geopoalitics,
and regional security, emphasizing the need for carefully balanced policy responses.

China’s investments in SEZs represent a transformative shift in the regional economy, boosting
connectivity and trade through the Belt and Road Initiative (BRI). Yet, while these investments offer economic
gains, they also foster a dependency that threatens Laos’s sovereignty, raising concerns over potential neo-
colonial influences shaping its policies (Bhatta & Menge, 2023). This growing dependency challenges Laos's

autonomy and calls for a critical examination of the long-term impacts on its economic independence.
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The arrival of Chinese businesses and migrants in Laos has created both economic opportunities and
cultural tensions, impacting local livelihoods and reshaping community identities. These findings echo Hastings
Wilson and Donnan’s (2012) work on border dynamics, as well as Massey’s (2005) concept of “place,” illustrating
how external forces alter social and cultural structures within the Golden Triangle. To safeguard local cultures,
policymakers must ensure that economic benefits are shared equitably and that local voices are integrated into
development strategies, particularly in border communities (Niwat Roikaew, personal communication, 13 July
2021).

China’s economic expansion has also intensified security challenges in the Golden Triangle, including
drug trafficking and human smuggling (Ishida, 2009). Addressing these issues requires coordinated efforts
among Thailand, Laos, and China, prioritizing border security and regional intelligence sharing while
safeguarding human rights.

Thailand plays a crucial role in addressing these economic and security complexities. Its strategy should
blend economic integration with the preservation of sovereignty (Martinez, 1994), leveraging its diplomatic
influence to balance regional power dynamics (Doyle, 2023). Engaging in regional dialogue will enable Thailand
to protect its national interests while managing China’s influence in a way that promotes stability across the region
(Adisak Tanyakul, personal communication, 20 July 2021).

China’s SEZ investments in Laos present both opportunities and challenges for the Golden Triangle
region. A balanced policy approach and equitable power relations with major powers are essential to addressing
security risks, involving local communities, and protecting national sovereignty. As these dynamics continue to
evolve, ongoing research and dialogue will be key to navigating the shifting geopolitical landscape of the region
(Thasothorn Tuthongkham, personal communication, 20 May 2024; Adisak Tanyakul, personal communication,

20 July 2021)

Conclusion

China’s economic expansion through SEZs in Laos has transformed the Golden Triangle, a region where
Thailand, Laos, and Myanmar converge. (1) Economic patterns of Chinese influence, including infrastructure
projects and high-yield sector investments, have redefined regional connectivity, supporting economic growth
while creating dependencies. This dual impact underscores vulnerabilities for both Laos and Thailand,
particularly concerning sovereignty and the regulation of cross-border activities. (2) Socio-cultural and migration
patterns have further complicated Thailand’s border stability. The influx of Chinese workers, tourists, and
businesses has altered demographics and local economies in Thai border regions, leading to rising living costs,

economic displacement, and cultural tensions. These shifts challenge Thailand’s ability to maintain local cohesion
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and preserve its sovereignty. (3) Security dynamics in the Golden Triangle have intensified, as transnational
crimes such as drug trafficking, human smuggling, and cyber-related illegal activities exploit improved
infrastructure and regulatory loopholes within Lao SEZs. The loose oversight within these zones has allowed
criminal networks to flourish, intensifying cross-border security challenges for Thailand. (4) Geopolitical and
policy implications compel Thailand to adopt a comprehensive approach. Strengthening border security,
enhancing regional cooperation within ASEAN, and diversifying economic partnerships are essential strategies
to alleviate risks while leveraging economic opportunities. By investing in advanced surveillance, fostering
community-based security initiatives, and reinforcing multilateral diplomacy, Thailand can balance its economic
interests with the imperative to safeguard sovereignty and ensure regional stability. These strategies imply the
trajectory of Thailand navigating the challenges posed by China's economic expansion while ensuring long-term

stability and prosperity in the Golden Triangle.
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