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ABSTRACT

This thesis is an ethnographic study about the survival tactics of local people
living along the course of the Mekong River, in a border village between Thailand and
Lao PDR. The field research was conducted mainly in a fishing village on the banks of
the Mekong River called Ban Pak Ing situated in Chiang Khong district, Chiang Rai
province, Thailand. However, since the study also deals with cross-border issues such as
networks, the research site covered the other site of the Mekong in Laos, where local
people from both sides are still closely connected. In the context of the Mekong regional
development, the process of contemporary regionalization has brought varied benefits to
many people across many nations. Inevitably, this process has also led to the
marginalization of other groups, particularly for downstream people.

The study, therefore, aims to understand and investigate the complex livelihood of
borderland communities along the Mekong River, focusing on network formations both
horizontally with other Lao people on the opposite side of the Mekong in Lao PDR and
also vertically with the local NGO in Chiang Khong. During the time of a “fish decline
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crisis” due to rapid blasting and the upper Mekong dam construction, the horizontal type
of network between local people from both sides of the Mekong which has existed from
before the modern nation-state era, has been reproduced to benefit both Thai-Lao people
in Ban Pak Ing and also Lao people from the opposite side. During the Mekong regional
development era, a new kind of vertical network has been established between local NGO
and local people in Ban Pak Ing.

The study finds that Thai-Lao people in Ban Pak Ing have maintained and
reproduced a network with their Lao kin and friends in order to get cheap labor in this
“fish decline’ crisis. The thesis illustrates that different groups of people in Ban Pak Ing
have employed their tactics in a variety of ways, in particular for the usage of their social
capital which is also related to other capitals they can access in terms of economic and
natural resources. Between the rich and the poor, the tactics for sustaining their
livelihoods are different. In a complex local reality, the horizontal kind of network also
involves unequal power relations between the Thai-Lao employers in Ban Pak Ing and
their “Phi-Nong Lao” employees. Lao female workers, who come across the Mekong to
work in tobacco fields, often find that as well as field work, they are required to work in
their employee’s household. Nevertheless, their life struggle is not always inactive. Many
Lao girls coming to work, also have another goal, that is to tactically look for their
possible future “Thai” husband in a ‘Lao-Thai village” like Ban Pak Ing, expecting to
have a better life in terms of economic aspects.

Living at the Mekong borderland, the Thai-Lao people in Ban Pak Ing have
distinguished themselves both from “Thai” people and “Lao” people from Lao PDR.
They have carved out their own identity and dynamically choose to present their multiple
identities in a different context. Joining an environment oriented NGO also provides a
space for local people to negotiate with the hegemonic powers from China and the GMS
countries. In this case, they tactically present themselves as “Children of the Mekong”,
regardless of whether they are “Thai” or “Lao”.

In doing this, they have gained a ‘strategic identity’, attempting to announce
themselves as ‘fishermen’ who should have rights over the riparian resources where their

lives have been bonded together. Network formation with different groups of people has
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shown that local people are not always passive; instead, they know who to make friends
with in a time of difficulty. In a complex ground reality, tactics in everyday life are
dynamically used differently depending on the context of class, gender and economic
status and one should not overlook the unequal power relations which are negotiated at

different levels.
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