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Abstract

This article critically examines these shifts by applying a Comparative-Historical  

and Political Economy approach. The study identifies a critical between historical ethnic 

fragmentation and the emergence of modern non-traditional security threats. The article’s 

original contribution lies in the introduction of the “Triple Nexus of Instability” framework. 

This framework analyzes the complex interplay between 1) Territorial control challenges  

by Ethnic Armed Organizations (EAOs) 2) The evolution of traditional resource extraction  

and 3) The rise of Transnational Unregulated Economic Zones. Furthermore, the study  

proposes the concept of “Multi-Layered Border Governance,” arguing that in the absence  

of fully functional bilateral mechanisms, the frontline state Thailand has necessitated  

a shift towards pragmatic sub-national engagement. The findings offer actionable policy  

recommendations, emphasizing the regulation of cross-border financial flows and  

the formalization of humanitarian corridors to enhance regional resilience.

Keywords: Myanmar Coup 2021, Triple Nexus of Instability, Multi-Layered Governance,  

Transnational Cybercrime Enclaves, Border Trade, Ethnic Armed Organizations  
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พลวััตการเปลี่่�ยนแปลงระบบการจััดการ

ชายแดนไทยพม่่า

คมสัันต์์ นาควัังไทร* และ ดำรงศัักดิ์์� จัันโททััย** 

บทคััดย่่อ

ระบบชายแดนเป็น็การปฏิิบัตัิิที่่�ใช้ใ้นการจัดัการและควบคุมุพื้้�นที่่�ชายแดนระหว่า่งรัฐั ซึ่่�งมีีความซับัซ้อ้น
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ซึ่่�งมีีผลกระทบต่่อทั้้�งสองประเทศและภููมิิภาคโดยรวม
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Introduction 

1.	 Strategic Importance and Problem Statement 

 	 The Thai-Myanmar border, spanning over 2,400 kilometers, is not merely  

a geographical demarcation but a complex ecosystem underpinning the stability of the Greater 

Mekong Subregion (GMS). Historically, this borderland has functioned as a dualistic space:  

a zone of vibrant economic exchange and a buffer zone for security threats (Delang, 2001).  

However, the political crisis following the February 2021 military coup led by the State  

Administration Council (SAC) has exerted unprecedented structural pressure on this regime.  

The collapse of the central state’s authority has stalled formal trade mechanisms and  

transformed the borderlands into a staging ground for new forms of insecurity, specifically  

transnational crime and mass displacement. The problem is no longer just about managing  

cross-border flows, but about dealing with a total collapse of state-to-state governance.

	 White existing studies have extensively covered the diplomatic stagnation of  

the Association of Southeast Asian Nations (ASEAN) or specific humanitarian concerns  

(Haacke, 2022; Jones, 2023), there is a lack of interdisciplinary synthesis. The central research  

gap is the absence of analysis connecting the colonial legacies of ethnic division with  

the modern political economy of crime—specifically, how the vacuum of state power has 

allowed transnational criminal syndicates to capture border territories. 

 	 This article proposes a synthesized framework termed the “Triple Nexus of  

Instability.” This framework is theoretically grounded in : 1) The Crime-Terror Continuum  

(Makarenko, 2004), explaining the convergence of insurgent groups and criminal syndicates;  

2) Ceasefire Capitalism (Woods, 2011), explaining the historical exploitation of resources;  

and 3) New Wars (Kaldor, 2012), explaining the integration of local conflict actors into  

globalized illicit economies. 

	 The “Triple Nexus” refers to the cyclical interaction between Ethnic Fragmentation, 

Resource Extraction, and Transnational Cybercrime Enclaves. By examining this nexus, this  

research aims to: (1) trace the historical path dependence of border governance voids;  

(2) analyze the post-coup structural shifts in the border’s political economy; and (3) propose  

a Multi-Layered Governance model for future stability.
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 	 The contemporary instability is deeply rooted in the colonial era. The British  

demarcation of boundaries split ethnic communities (Karen, Mon, Shan) across national lines, 

creating a permanent legitimacy crisis for the central state (Charney, 2006). This historical legacy 

created “governance voids” along the border. For decades, these voids were managed through  

a balance of insurgency and illicit trade in teak and jade. However, the post-2021 coup  

environment has shattered this balance, replacing traditional contraband trade with high-tech 

criminal operations, marking a structural shift in the border's political economy.

 	 Historical Legacies and Structural Drivers The border's instability is rooted in the  

colonial -era demarcation that split ethnic communities (Charney, 2006). This legacy created 

permanent “governance voids” which the Ethnic Armed Organizations (EAOs) utilize to  

maintain control over "Resource Extraction Zones" (Global Witness, 2022). 	

	 The absence of an interdisciplinary framework that connects the colonial legacies  

of ethnic division with the modern political economy of crime to explain why and how  

“ungoverned spaces” controlled by ethnic armies have rapidly evolved into sophisticated 

criminal industrial zones.

 	 Existing literature has extensively analyzed the diplomatic role of the Association of 

Southeast Asian Nations (ASEAN)or focused on specific humanitarian incidents (Haacke, 2022). 

However, a significant research gap remains: the lack of an interdisciplinary synthesis that  

connects the historical context of ethnic administration with the modern political economy  

of transnational crime.

	 To address this, this article proposes the “Triple Nexus of Instability” framework.  

By examining the structural interaction between Ethnic Fragmentation, Resource Dependency,  

and Transnational Unregulated Economic Zones, this research aims to: (1) trace the historical 

path dependence of governance voids; (2) analyze the post-2021 structural shifts; and  

(3) propose a Multi-Layered Governance model. This approach moves beyond attributing  

blame to specific individuals, focusing instead on the systemic vulnerabilities that allow such 

phenomena to persist.

 	 Historical Legacies and Structural Drivers The contemporary instability is deeply 

rooted in the colonial era. The British demarcation of boundaries split ethnic communities 

(Karen, Mon, Shan) across national lines, creating a permanent legitimacy crisis for the central 
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state (Charney, 2006). This historical legacy created “governance voids” along the border.  

For decades, these voids were managed through a balance of insurgency and illicit trade in teak 

and jade. However, the post-2021 coup environment has shattered this balance, replacing  

traditional contraband trade with high-tech criminal operations, marking a structural shift in  

the border's political economy

2.	 Synthesis

 	 The “Triple Nexus” thus refers to the cyclical interaction where: 1) Ethnic  

Fragmentation creates a governance vacuum. 2) This vacuum allows for unchecked Resource  

Extraction. 3) Has now evolved into hosting Transnational Unregulated Economic Zones to finance 

the conflict, creating a self-perpetuating cycle of instability.

Figure 1: The Triple Nexus of Instability Framework in the Thai-Myanmar Border Regime. 

Source: Synthesized by The Authors

Methodology

This study employs a Qualitative Comparative-Historical Analysis, integrated with  

a Political Economy framework. This approach allows for the tracing of “path dependence” 

understanding how historical governance failures led to the current rise of criminal enclaves

Data Sources and Triangulation To ensure empirical rigor, the analysis triangulates data 

from diverse and credible sources 	
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1.	 Quantitative Economic Indicators: Thailand Development Research Institute (TDRI) 

and World Bank. are used to assess trade volatility and economic contraction.

2.	 Security Reports: Global Initiative Against Transnational Organized Crime (GI-TOC)  

and United Nations Office on Drugs and Crime (UNODC).

3.	 Humanitarian Assessments: Reports from The Border Consortium (TBC) and United 

Nations Office for the Coordination of Humanitarian Affairs (UN OCHA).

Literature Review and Conceptual Framework 

The Triple Nexus of Instability: Theoretical Grounding This article synthesizes  

a theoretical framework to explain the border's transformation:

1.	 The Crime-Terror Continuum: Makarenko (2004) suggests that in prolonged instability, 

political groups and profit-driven entities may converge. In this context, it explains how certain 

factions within Ethnic Armed Organizations (EAOs) or Border Guard Forces (BGFs) may adopt 

economic pragmatism, partnering with external investors to fund their operations due to  

the lack of state budget support.

2.	 Ceasefire Capitalism: Woods (2011) describes the historical transformation of  

borderlands into “Resource Extraction Zones” (e.g., timber, jade) during ceasefire periods.  

This established the physical and logistical infrastructure that is now being repurposed for  

modern digital industries.

3.	 New Wars: Kaldor (2012) argues that contemporary conflicts are sustained by  

integration into globalized economic networks, often bypassing the formal state.	

Historical Context

The contemporary instability of the Thai-Myanmar border cannot be understood  

without examining its historical roots, which can be traced back to the pre-colonial era and  

solidified during British colonial rule. The imposition of colonial boundaries in the 19th century 

effectively split ethnic communities—such as the Karen, Mon, and Shan—across national lines, 

creating a permanent legitimacy crisis for the central state. The Anglo-Siamese Treaty of 1909 

formally established the modern border, but it created what scholars term “governance voids.” 

These are areas where the central state (both in Bangkok and Yangon/Naypyidaw) lacks  

effective monopoly over violence. For decades, these voids were managed through a delicate 

balance of low-level insurgency and illicit trade in traditional commodities like teak and jade
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In the post-colonial era, particularly during the Cold War, the border region became  

a buffer zone. However, the 1990s and 2000s saw a shift towards “Ceasefire Capitalism,”  

where the Myanmar military granted business concessions to Ethnic Armed Organizations (EAOs) 

in exchange for ending hostilities. This historical compromise turned political grievances into 

economic interests, laying the groundwork for today's crisis. When the 2021 coup shattered  

these ceasefires, the existing economic networks did not disappear; instead, they mutated.  

The infrastructure built for logging and mining was rapidly repurposed for more lucrative, illicit 

activities, facilitated by the total breakdown of the rule of law

Contemporary Dynamics

Economic Disruption and Structural Shifts The coup has severely disrupted formal  

economic channels. According to the World Bank (2024), trade volume through formal  

customs checkpoints dropped by approximately 42% in the first nine months following  

the coup compared to previous years. This decline is not merely cyclical but structural, caused  

by combat disruptions, banking system collapses, and the closure of key checkpoints like  

the Myawaddy-Mae Sot bridge.

Period Trend Key Drivers

Pre-2021 Stable Growth Cross-border supply chains, Special 

Economic Zone development plans.

2021-2022 Sharp Decline (-16% to -42%) Border closures, banking crisis, logistics 

insecurity.

2023-Present Partial Recovery/Shift to Informal Adaptation of traders to informal routes; 

rise in commodity prices.

Table1: Comparative Border Trade Volume Trends (Thai-Myanmar) 

Source: Adapted from Ministry of Commerce, Thailand & TDRI Analysis, 2023

Conversely, the informal economy has surged. While formal businesses struggle  

with currency depreciation (the Myanmar Kyat has depreciated sharply against the Thai Baht), 

the “Grey Economy” has thrived. Cross-border smuggling of agricultural products and consumer 

goods has become a survival mechanism for local communities.
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The Emergence of Transnational Unregulated Zones  

A key manifestation of the “Triple Nexus” is the rise of large-scale urban development 

projects along the Moei River, such as Shwe Kokko and the KK Park project area. International 

reports, including those from the Global Initiative Against Transnational Organized Crime (2023) 

and the United Nations Office on Drugs and Crime (2023), indicate that these zones have  

attracted significant foreign investment, primarily from non-state actors.	

These zones operate with a high degree of autonomy. While initiated as urban  

development or tourism projects, valid concerns have been raised by international agencies 

regarding their involvement in unregulated online industries (e.g., online gambling, call centers). 

The concern is not merely the actors involved, but the regulatory vacuum that allows  

these zones to operate outside the legal frameworks of both Thailand and Myanmar, creating 

cross-border challenges related to financial flows and labor rights.

The Rise of Cybercrime Enclaves Conversely, the illicit economy has surged.  

The “Triple Nexus” is evident in the emergence of Shwe Kokko and KK Park along the Moei 

River. Reports from Global Initiative Against Transnational Organized Crime (GI-TOC)(2023)  

confirm that these zones operate as sophisticated cybercrime industrial zones involving  

human trafficking and online fraud. This represents a structural shift: conflict actors Border  

Guard Forces (BGFs) are no longer just fighting for autonomy but are acting as landlords for  

Chinese transnational criminal syndicate. The most alarming development is the transformation 

of “ungoverned spaces” into sophisticated criminal industrial zones. This represents the second 

pillar of the Triple Nexus. Reports from the United Nations Office on Drugs and Crime (UNODC) 

and the Global Initiative Against Transnational Organized Crime (GI-TOC) identify the emergence 

of zones such as Shwe Kokko and KK Park along the Moei River.  Makarenko (2004)  

posits that under prolonged conflict, insurgent groups and criminal syndicates often converge.  

In the Myanmar context, this explains how Ethnic Armed Organizations (EAOs) and military-aligned 

Border Guard Forces (BGFs) have evolved from political actors into profit-driven entities  

protecting criminal enterprises.

These are not merely smuggling hubs but are fully developed “Smart Cities” for crime. 

They are controlled by Border Guard Forces (BGFs)—specifically the Karen Border Guard  

Force—which are nominally aligned with the Myanmar military but operate with high autonomy. 
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These zones host Chinese transnational criminal syndicates involved in Online Fraud and  

Scam Operations,Targeting victims globally, Human Trafficking Luring workers from across Asia 

and Africa into forced labor within these compounds The United Nations Office on Drugs  

and Crime (2023) reports a resurgence in methamphetamine production in the Golden Triangle.

The Humanitarian Crisis and Migration  

The Humanitarian Crisis and The structural instability has led to significant population 

displacement. The United Nations High Commissioner for Refugees (UNHCR) (2024) reports over 

100,000 new displacements into Thailand and border areas. Unlike historical waves, this influx 

includes a demographic of urban youth and professionals affected by the enforcement of  

the Conscription Law by the State Administration Council (SAC). This places strain on the public 

health and social service systems of border provinces like Tak and Mae Hong Son.  

Geopolitical Implications The border has become a focal point for regional powers. 

China faces a dilemma: supporting stability for its strategic infrastructure, specifically  

the China-Myanmar Economic Corridor (CMEC), while simultaneously combating  

the transnational crime networks targeting its citizens. Meanwhile, the Association of Southeast 

Asian Nations (ASEAN)’s ability to intervene is constrained by its non-interference principle,  

leaving Thailand to manage the spillover effects largely through bilateral and local mechanisms.

 The Strategic Paralysis of Regional Mechanisms

A critical factor exacerbating the border crisis is the structural limitation of  

the Association of  Southeast Asian Nations (ASEAN). While the regional bloc attempted to  

mediate the conflict through the “Five-Point Consensus” established in April 2021,  

its effectiveness has been severely constrained by the organization's foundational principle  

of non-interference in internal affairs.

Structural Limitations

1.	 Diplomatic Stagnation: The consensus-based decision-making model of  

the Association of Southeast Asian Nations has allowed the military administration in Myanmar 

to effectively veto any decisive regional intervention. This has resulted in a diplomatic  

stalemate where traditional state-to-state diplomacy fails to address the reality of fragmented 

territorial control.
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2.	 Humanitarian Access Constraints: The operational limitations are most evident  

in the performance of the ASEAN Coordinating Centre for Humanitarian Assistance on disaster  

management. Although tasked with delivering aid, the Centre is mandated to operate through 

the consent of the host government (the military administration). Consequently, international  

aid has been restricted to military-controlled areas, failing to reach the most vulnerable  

populations residing in territories administered by Ethnic Armed Organizations. This structural  

inability to bypass the central state highlights why the Association of Southeast Asian Nations 

cannot currently serve as the primary mechanism for crisis management on the border.

The Necessity of Multi-Layered Governance The analysis suggests that a purely  

state-centric approach is insufficient when the counterpart state has limited control over its 

borderlands. The emergence of “Multi-Layered Governance” (Myanmar) is observed in practice, 

such as the “Mae Sot Model,” where local Thai authorities (municipality, public health)  

coordinate directly with local community leaders and health departments of Ethnic Armed 

Organizations(EAOs) across the border to manage disease outbreaks and aid delivery.  

This is not a violation of sovereignty, but a pragmatic adaptation to ensure human security.

To enhance stability without infringing on sovereignty or escalating conflict,  

Thailand should consider 

1.	 Regulatory Engagement on Cross-Border Infrastructure. Rather than blanket cuts  

of utilities which affect civilians Thailand should implement strict Know Your Customer (KYC)  

and Due Diligence protocols for the supply of internet and electricity to special economic  

zones across the border, ensuring these resources do not support illegal operations.

2.	 Financial Intelligence Cooperation: Collaborate with international partners to  

monitor and regulate cross-border financial flows associated with high-risk zones, utilizing  

Anti-Money Laundering (AML) mechanisms to prevent the integration of grey capital into  

the formal Thai economy.

3.	 Formalized Humanitarian Corridors: Establish clear, “Humanitarian Trade Zones” or 

safe corridors managed by Civil Society Organizations (CSOs) and monitored by third parties.  

This allows for the delivery of aid and essential goods to displaced populations without  

conferring political legitimacy on any armed group.
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Scenario Analysis

The Cumulative Logic of Border Instability: From Historical Voids to Future Scenarios 

The academic value of the Triple Nexus of Instability framework lies in its ability to demonstrate 

a clear “Path Dependence” in the Thai-Myanmar border regime. The link between these  

three periods is not merely chronological but causal:

Historical Foundation: The “Governance Voids” created during the colonial-era  

demarcation established the structural “Spaces of Exception” where state law was historically flexible.

Contemporary Mutation: These voids provided the logistical and political infrastructure 

for “Ceasefire Capitalism”, which has now mutated under the 2021 coup into the current  

“Triple Nexus” where ethnic fragmentation and resource dependency have been captured  

by globalized cybercrime enclaves .

Future Trajectory: Consequently, the proposed scenarios are not speculative;  

they are the logical extension of this cumulative instability. The “Entrenched Criminal State” 

scenario is the direct result of historical voids being filled by unregulated grey capital, while  

“Fragmented Federalism” represents the only viable path to breaking this path-dependent cycle 

through a fundamental shift in governance.

Based on the current trajectory, three potential scenarios for the border regime emerge.

1.	 The Entrenched Criminal State (High Probability): The military junta remains in power 

but controls only the central plains, while the borderlands become semi-permanent criminal 

enclaves run by Border Guard Forces and Ethnic Armed Organizations. This “Balkanization” 

of the border would pose a long-term security threat to Thailand.

2.	 Fragmented Federalism: The pro-democracy resistance, represented by the National 

Unity Government, and Ethnic Armed Organizations succeed in forcing a stalemate, leading  

to a loose federal structure. This could stabilize the border if the National Unity Government  

can integrate Ethnic Armed Organizations into a federal army, but it requires significant time.

3.	 State Collapse and Anarchy: The complete collapse of the Myanmar military leads 

to a vacuum filled by warring warlords, triggering a refugee crisis of millions.
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Localization of Engagement  Sub-National Diplomacy as a Pragmatic Necessity

Given the current limitations of the central administration in Myanmar in exercising  

effective authority over peripheral border areas, Thailand should pivot towards a strategy of 

“Localization of Engagement.” This approach entails establishing functional coordination  

channels directly with the local administrative bodies and community leadership structures  

that hold de facto control over border territories. Rather than viewing this as a political  

endorsement of any specific group, it should be framed as a necessary operational  

mechanism for managing transboundary challenges.

Specifically, Thai authorities at the provincial and district levels should be empowered 

to coordinate with their counterparts across the border on critical non-political issues, such as

Public Health Surveillance, Establishing joint protocols for disease monitoring and  

control to prevent cross-border outbreaks.

Environmental Management, Collaborating on the mitigation of transboundary haze 

pollution and the management of shared water resources.

Humanitarian Logistics, Facilitating the safe passage of aid through locally negotiated 

corridors to ensure it reaches vulnerable populations effectively.

This shift acknowledges the reality of power dynamics on the ground: that  

sustainable border management is impossible without the cooperation of the local actors  

who actually govern the daily lives of the population in the borderlands. This decentralized  

approach enhances border resilience while maintaining a diplomatic distance from internal  

political conflicts.

Conclusion 

This study establishes that the Thai-Myanmar border regime has undergone  

an irreversible structural transformation, shifting from a zone of economic opportunity to  

a theater of the “Triple Nexus of Instability.” The convergence of historical ethnic fragmentation, 

unchecked resource extraction, and the rise of transnational unregulated economic zones  

has created a self-perpetuating cycle of insecurity that traditional diplomacy cannot dismantle.
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Crucially, the analysis highlights the strategic paralysis of regional mechanisms,  

specifically the Association of Southeast Asian Nations (ASEAN), whose strict adherence  

to the non-interference principle has restricted the effectiveness of central-level interventions. 

The failure of state-to-state mechanisms to address the reality of fragmented territorial control 

confirms that relying solely on Naypyidaw is no longer a viable strategy for the frontline state.

In response to these systemic failures, the article argues for the urgent adoption  

of “Multi-Layered Border Governance.” This paradigm necessitates a pivot towards  

the “Localization of Engagement,” where Thai authorities acknowledge the de facto  

administrative reality of borderlands. Empowering sub-national actors to coordinate directly  

with local community leadership and ethnic administrative bodies is no longer an optional  

alternative but a pragmatic necessity for managing public health, environmental risks,  

and humanitarian logistics.

Ultimately, future stability relies on Thailand’s ability to implement a dual strategy: 

rigorously regulating the financial and infrastructural enablers of the grey economy through  

international cooperation, while simultaneously formalizing humanitarian corridors through  

local resilience networks. Only by transcending the rigidity of central diplomacy and confronting 

the political economy of the Triple Nexus can the region mitigate the looming threats of  

state fragmentation and long-term instability.
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