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There is More to Road
Modernity, Memory and Economics
Corridors in H u o ng Hoá-Sepon
Lao-Viet Border Area
Vatthana Pholsena
Lao PDR lies in the centre of the Greater Mekong Subregion (GMS),
an area which has received substantial investment from the Asian
Development Bank (ADB) and other institutions with the aim of further
integrating the GMS member states’ economies. Economic corridors
(i.e. regional transport infrastructure) are a key element of the ADB’s strategy
and Lao PDR is traversed by three of these: the Northern Economic Corridor
(NEC, linking Northern Thailand with Southwest China via Northwest Laos),
the North-East Economic Corridor (linking Northern Thailand with Northeast
Vietnam via Vientiane and Northeast Laos), and the East-West Economic
Corridor (EWEC, linking Eastern Burma with the port of Danang in Central
Vietnam via Northeast Thailand and Savannakhet Province, Southern-Central
Laos). In the eyes of the ADB and the Lao government, the planned road grid in
the GMS will place Lao PDR at the centre of the Subregion’s transport network
and thus transport the country out of her geographic and economic isolation,
one of the chief causes (in the view of political and economic decision-makers)
of its structural vulnerability.
This chapter1 focuses on a border area straddling the districts of Sepon
and Hướng Hoá between southern Lao PDR (Savannakhet Province) and
central Vietnam (Quảng Trị Province) (see Map 16.1). Hướng Hoá-Sepon
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Map 16.1
East-West Economic Corridor (EWEC) under the GMS Framework
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area is traversed by Road No. 9, which forms the backbone of the EastWest Economic Corridor.2 This border area includes two border towns: Lao
Bảo on the Vietnamese side and Densavanh, its twin town on the Lao side.
The populations living in this area comprise the Bru, an upland population,
who belong to the Austro-Asiatic ethno-linguistic family;3 the Phutai, a
Tai-speaking population, who mainly live in the lowlands of Sepon district;
and the Kinh, the dominant ethnic group in Vietnam, who reside in both the
uplands and the lowlands of Hướng Hoá district.
Roads in developing countries have generated contrasting comments.
Governments and international aid agencies generally stress the beneficial
impacts of new or upgraded roads on local economies and communities.
On the other hand, these positive effects are being frequently downplayed,
if not downright refuted, by NGOs and academics (Colombijn 2002,
pp. 595–98). As Nishizaki sums up the latter’s views nicely: “At worst,
roads are part of pretentious and dehumanizing social engineering projects
undertaken by arrogant “high-modernist” elites bent on making society
eligible (…). At best, roads are the tools that enable the state to promote
economic growth or to enforce administrative and security control (…).”
(Nishizaki 2008, p. 433). I wish to investigate the underside of grand
schemes such as the Economic Corridors and explore — on a modest scale
— the rural population’s views of these roads that run nearby or through
their homes. In other words, I inquire how roads are perceived from below.
In the first part, I look specifically at two functions of Road 9: one that is
economic — I examine the border towns that are located on this road and
(briefly) assess the efficacy of this newly improved road in developing these
areas’ local economy and improving their residents’ livelihoods — and
another that is symbolic — I introduce postwar memories of the road being
recalled by elderly members of Sepon’s local communities. In the second part,
I aim to show that roads constitute a strong symbol of ‘modernity’ to which
some communities aspire.

1. Functions of a road
Government Policies and Individual Agency
So far, the most visible changes that appear to be related to the improvement
of the East-West Economic Corridor between Southern Lao PDR and Central
Vietnam have occurred on the Vietnamese side of the border. Indeed, the
Vietnamese government has set up a commercial and industrial zone, the “Lao
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Bảo Special Economic — Commercial Area” (Khu Kinh tế Thương mại Đặc
biệt Lao Bảo), in Lao Bảo in 1998.4 The state measures have aimed to attract
domestic and foreign investments in order to develop industrial production,5 as
well as to encourage tourism, both domestic (mainly from Hanoi and Saigon)
and foreign (mostly from Thailand, but also Laos) with the construction of
the Lao Bảo market in the shape of a pseudo-Katu “traditional house”.6 The
policies in Lao Bảo have been driven by two overall objectives: to boost the
local economy, and at the same time, to further integrate these remote areas
into the national economy, by attracting domestic and foreign companies and
tourists into the border area. But the market appeared intermittently busy
when we visited the area in 2007 and 2008. It was supposed to be a night
market as well, but never actually opened (in evenings) due to the insufficient
number of visitors, as the manager of the hotel where we stayed told us. Also,
most of the companies that had invested in the Lao Bảo SECA were
Vietnamese; only 8 out of 58 companies were foreign (Thai and Chinese)
(2006–07 figures), which seemed to indicate that the Lao Bảo SECA might
still be characterized by a weak regional integration into international capital
flows. Nonetheless, new economic zones, independent businesses, emerging
cash crops, such as coffee, cassava, and rubber, and a budding service sector
appeared to have transformed this formerly war-ravaged landscape into a
promising zone of industrial production, commerce and trade. In the last
ten years, for example, the Lao Bảo special economic-commercial zone has
attracted 41 investment projects with a total capital of more than 3.1 trillion
Vietnamese đồng (US$187 million), contributing approximately 30 per cent
of the provincial budget (Dương Vương Lợi 2010).
On the ground, the more favourable economic conditions in recent years
seem to have benefitted some villagers who reside in the border area as well.
In 2007, for example, approximately forty households from the village of
Katang, which is located next to the border gate, were involved in various
forms of trading between Lao PDR and Vietnam.7 During our visit, we met a
forty-four-year old female trader and an inhabitant from this village. Thưong
Thư moved to Lao Bảo in 1998 (she was born in Quang Tri Province). She
started cultivating upland rice and cassava, but life was then “difficult” (“we
had nothing to eat but cassava and maize”). She decided to move to her
present location in 2001 (she and her husband built their present house with
the support of government funding). Thưong Thư first started working as
a porter at the border gate in that year. She got together with other women
from Katang village and applied to the People’s Committee and to the
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border station for the authorization to constitute a group of porters. In the
beginning they had four carts and formed a group of forty porters. Traders
from Lao Bảo would buy their goods in Lao PDR and hire them to carry their
purchase back when they reached the immigration checkpoint. The market in
Lao Bảo was not as large as it was now, and from 2001 to 2003, they could
“earn good money” (as much as VND 150,000 a day). They eventually
expanded from four to twenty-two carts and from forty to fifty porters.
But after the new Lao Bảo market was built and trading between Lao
PDR and Vietnam increased, some traders from Lao Bảo shifted from carts
to trucks to transport their goods. In consequence, their workload declined.
Thưong Thư eventually stopped in 2006 and decided to borrow some money
to buy herself a truck and started her own trading business. She was now
conducting a long-distance trading. It usually took her two days to buy goods
in Lao PDR and another six days to sell them in Vietnam to traders in Lao
Bảo. The goods she bought were diverse; they included coal, rice, fruit, as
well as vegetables. She went around villages in various places in Savannakhet
Province, such as Densavanh, Ban Dong, Phalane, and Seno (she could
get by in Lao and “Lao Theung” languages (her husband was of Van Kieu
ethnic origins)). Roads were “very dangerous” a few years ago — she even
sometimes feared for her life — but “now it’s fine”. Thưong Thư had since
bought a second truck.
Unlike Lao Bảo, Densavanh on the Lao side appeared to be a border
town in relative decline from the point of view of some of its residents.8
In 2006, we interviewed Nang Thon, a Lao national of Vietnamese origin,
who owns a small shop. She was born in 1963 in the district of Nongbok,
Khammouane province. Her parents came and settled in Lao PDR in 1959
from Quang Bing Province. The Lao state granted them Lao citizenship. She
and her husband settled in Densavanh in 1988 (they had previously lived in
Savannakhet town). The “border market” (talaat daen) of Densavanh was
created the previous year (i.e. the year when the border demarcation was
officially agreed and adopted between the Lao and Vietnamese authorities).
The chief of their former village had encouraged them to leave. Profits were
then higher at the border than in the western areas of Savannakhet. They
were selling daily-use items and did not have to compete with companies.
Nang Thon explained to us:
We were buying in Savannakhet and selling to the Vietnamese. Business
was good before because the road wasn’t good, and cars used to be
stuck for a while. People had to stop and there was no competition from
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Vietnam. But today the road is good and not as many people stop. Now
the Vietnamese people use the phone and can order directly from Vietnam
and the goods are transported on the river, whereas before the Vietnamese
used to come and buy the goods themselves. They make their order
[of Thai products] which they then sell in Vietnam. Shops and restaurants
in Densavanh are owned by the Vietnamese, and Vietnamese people go
and buy and eat there.

But business was not as flourishing as Ms Nang Thong thought for, at
least, some Vietnamese traders in Densavanh. We met during the same visit
Lê Van Phục, a thirty-five-year old Vietnamese citizen from Hue, and the
owner of a restaurant. He had been living in Densavanh for six years. “In
Vietnam, there’s no work and there are a lot of people”, he explained. He
lived in Densavanh with his twenty-nine-year old wife and their two-year-old
son. He sold bread and ice-cream for the first two years, and then opened the
restaurant the following year. He bought his goods at the Lao Bảo market
where they were cheaper. “But business has declined since two, three years,
because the road is better and people don’t stop as often as they used to. Yet,
there’s always at least one bus that stops by”, he noted. Lê Van Phục had a
brother who had been running a business in Vietnam for six years. He had
already bought a house in Lao Bảo and did not plan to come and live in Laos.
“In Densavanh, business is dominated by [Lao] companies. In Lao Bảo, there’s
more activity, it’s more dynamic, so there are more business opportunities”,
Lê Van Phục summed up.
According to these residents, economic activities in Densavanh appeared
to be declining as migrants and tourists did not stop to rest as often as they
used to now that the road was in good condition. However, there existed an
unofficial, underground, and dynamic commercial activity in the vicinity of
Densavanh, i.e. smuggling. In other words, there existed a relatively thriving
business on a parallel route on river — a water road — that was used to
transport merchandise to Vietnam in order to avoid paying taxes on imported
goods. The marketing director of a company based in Densavanh gave us
some interesting information on these underground activities. The company
opened its local office in the border town in 1988. The premises contained
fridges, television sets, fans, and auto parts. Television sets, fridges and fans
were assembled in Laos; all the parts came from Thailand and the finished
products were exported to Vietnam. The company depended on orders from
Vietnam: they could sell up to 10 fridges a day and 60 fridges a month, as
well as approximately 100 TV sets and 100 fan units. After making their
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orders, Vietnamese labourers — in groups varying between 20–50 individuals
— would come and collect the goods themselves at the shop. They did not
come through the official border, however, because heavy importation taxes
were imposed on some of these products. “Whereas the Vietnamese can buy
the goods in Laos, their problem is to bring them over to Vietnam by their
own means”, explained the company’s director. In consequence, Vietnamese
porters would transport them by boat in order to avoid crossing the official
land border and paying tax.9 In this case, at least, the renovation of Road 9
has produced little impact on the trade relations as informal economic actors
(i.e. Vietnamese traders) prefer using a different means of transportation
(i.e. waterways) that is economically more advantageous.
In the next section, I would like to show another aspect of Road 9,
unrelated to its (potential) economic impact, but which is no less significant
in studying the social impacts of roads among local communities.10

Historical memory of a Road
In Sepon District, Route 9 projects multiple images. Today, the road runs
through open, flat lands filled with rice-fields and vegetation, encircled by
mountain chains as one gets nearer the Vietnamese border, where physical
remnants of war have all but disappeared (except for war commemorative
sites in Phine and Sepon Districts on Route 9). Sepon villagers are no longer
confronted with a landscape in ruins on Route 9; the road is no longer
scattered with wartime debris — unexploded ordnance (UXO) and bomb
casings, cracks and craters. But the absence of ruins does not equate to an
absence of memory.
Because of its strategic alignment and economic potential, the completion
of the upgrading of Route 9 in the first half of the 2000s was duly fêted in
Lao national newspapers. In fact, the restoration was closer to a revival: at
the end of the Vietnam War (also called the “American War”) the road was
in ruins, a war-ravaged landscape. Just a few years before turning into a
conduit to “modernity” at the dawn of the twenty-first century, Route 9 was
known among military planners and local inhabitants as the “death road”.
When one travels through Savannakhet Province’s former conflict zones,
it is hard to match the present-day scenery with this graphic description of
the road in the aftermath of the fighting: “Route 9 was like a cemetery. The
bodies of dead enemy soldiers, damaged tanks, cannons and military vehicles
were scattered along the road. Unexploded land mines and bombs continued
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to create carnage long after the battles had ended” (Vietnam Museum of
Ethnology 2009, p. 41).
As initially laid out, the covert route between North and South
Vietnam that came to be called the Ho Chi Minh Trail (in reality, a maze of
interlocking dirt roads that were gradually and partially upgraded to
cobbled roads so that North Vietnamese trucks could move in an almost
uninterrupted flow all year round), followed the eastern slope of the Truong
Son mountain range, crossing Route 9 just south of the demilitarized zone
in South Vietnam. But the route had to be changed early in 1960 after
a stack of weapons left behind by North Vietnamese infiltrators on the
Trail was discovered and reported to the ARVN (Army of the Republic of
(South) Vietnam) (Prados 1998, p. 15). The 559th Transportation Group (the
North Vietnamese logistics unit in charge of building the Trail and carrying
supplies across the DMZ demarcation line) reacted to the consequent
intensification of patrolling by shifting the main infiltration route in early
1961 to the western side of the Truong Son mountain range. This new route
ran through the panhandle of southern Lao PDR to the vicinity of Sepon
(also spelled Tchepone) on Route 9, a village that soon became a strategic
centre and logistics base area for the North Vietnamese Army and one of the
most important nodes on the transportation network of the relocated Trail.
Muong Sepon, one of the most important centres for the North Vietnamese’s
transportation network, fell as early as 1961.
From 1964 onwards, Washington’s first priority was to assist the military
effort in the southern Republic of Vietnam. The U.S Air Force subsequently
launched in December 1964 its first airstrikes against fixed targets and
infiltration routes (particularly the Ho Chi Minh Trail) throughout Laos, which
soon expanded in April 1965 to a day-and-night offensive air campaign in
south-eastern Laos in an attempt to stop supplies flowing into South Vietnam
from the North. As the U.S. bombing of the Trail grew in intensity, it led
inevitably to a widening of the war into central and southern Laos.11 Fighting
on and around Route 9 reached a climax during the Lam Son 719 Operation
launched by South Vietnamese armed forces, with logistical, aerial and
artillery support from the United States, in early 1971. The limited offensive
campaign aimed to attack westward from Khe Sanh (Quang Tri Province in
South-Central Vietnam) along Route 9, seize the storage depots and destroy
the supplies stockpiled around Sepon, and withdraw back to South Vietnam.
The campaign was a disaster for the Army of the Republic of Vietnam
(ARVN) and led to much bloodshed on both sides (Nalty 2005, p. 151).
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In mid-1961, the North Vietnamese-Pathet Lao forces captured
the districts of Sepon, Phine, and Phalane in the east of Savannakhet
Province and gained control of Route 9 in these areas. The road embodied
on the ground the Cold War-induced Lao civil war: to the west of Muang
Phalane on Route 9 lay the “U.S-controlled puppet/enemy zone” (khet sattou),
while the eastern region formed the “liberated zone” (khet potpoï/khet issala),
as villagers in Sepon recalled the divided territories. Key locations on Route
9 constituted the shifting front line. Members of families remained separated
for the duration of the war, unable to travel either eastward or westward,
living on either side of what may be called an ‘internal border’. Some — such
as soldiers and personnel of the Royal Lao Army and Government, as well
as petty traders (most of whom were Vietnamese and Chinese migrants)
— never returned, having fled upon the advance of the communist troops.
To combatants and civilians alike, the space enveloping Route 9 figured as a
fractured landscape, the road having lost its raison d’être — as a technology
of rule and communication — and turned instead into something approaching
the metaphor of an “iron curtain” (Pholsena 2010).
It took exactly thirty years for the road to revert to its status of “motor
of modernity”. Those inhabitants in Sepon old enough to remember had been
keeping close track of the road’s rehabilitation process.
In 1983, Route 9 was a dirt road, in terrible condition, with holes and
cracks. In some places, you even had to bend to go through; otherwise
your face would get scratched by brushwood”, recalled a villager who
was in his late fifties. “It’d take 3 days and 3 nights to reach Savannakhet
town from the [Lao-Vietnamese] border: one night in Sepon village, a
second night in Setthamouak, and a third night in Seno or Donghen. In
1985, the Vietnamese [soldiers] came to help repairing the road, after
that the travelling time came down from three days and nights to one
day and night only. In 1994, it was possible to cover the distance in one
day, from 6 am to 6 pm. In 2005, we had the road as it is today: 4 hours
by bus or less than 2 hours by car.”

The man’s precise account resembles the discourse of government plans for
economic development in that it portrays the renovation of the road as a
crucial factor in the development of the district. In post-socialist Laos, one
of the resonant symbols of “modernity” as opposed to “backwardness” is the
existence of paved roads linking villagers to markets, and thus to economic
“progress”. Road construction is a top priority for state economic planners
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in developing countries as part of the effort to lift the rural population out
of “backwardness” (both material and cultural) by integrating them with the
modern, market-based economy (Flower 2004, p. 649). But unlike plans and
reports authored by state agents and international aid agency experts insisting
on the road as an example of modern advancement, villagers made clear that
they also situated their narration of the restoration process in a historical
timetable that followed their own recovery from the war.
“After the war, the road was nothing like it is today. It was an area covered
by forest and vegetation, it was a dangerous road. To those who weren’t
living here it is very hard to imagine that”, a woman told me. “We never
thought that we’d survive and live long enough to see Route 9 becoming
a beautiful road”, elderly villagers would often say.

In post-war Laos, roads embody state development projects that “deliver”
modernization and civilization to remote rural communities; however, to
villagers of Sepon, those ideologically loaded terms such as “progress” and
“civilization” have not been simply passed down by outside authorities, but to
a large extent have been shaped by villagers’ very own wartime experiences.
I argue that rural survivors saw the revival of the road as a metaphorical
route that lifted them out of war-born rift and violence and back to a civilized
state. To villagers in this impoverished rural area, the two-lane paved road
both constitutes and represents economic development, but is also a place of
darker times, of memories of violence and rift. Thus, there exists a salient
contrast between today’s physical landscape around Route 9 and the villagers’
historical memory of the road.

2. Road to “modernity”
In the second part, through a case study in a remote sub-district in Sepon, I
wish to show that the arrival of a road, along with other public development
provisions (such as schools and electricity), should not be systematically
analysed as a form of domination by the state of local populations, but should
be considered, in some cases, as a result of a process of negotiation between
the former and the latter.

Khet Lakô: A Government Policy
Lakô sub-district (an administrative unit now known as khet in Lao)
situated in Sepon district a few kilometres from the border with Vietnam was
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a “focal site” (khet jut sum).12 With the stated aim of improving the efficacy
of rural development, the Lao government adopted a policy in 1994 that
had as its central thrust the strategy of establishing “focal sites” (FS), i.e.
clearly defined geographical areas on which development efforts were to be
focused.13 The slogan for the FS policy was chatsan asib khongti: chatsan
means “to organize”, asib “profession” and khongti “in one place”. In
other words, the objective was to promote sedentary farming settlements.
Khet Lakô was located 42 km to the north of Road No. 9. It was an
uphill journey: the road was built during the Vietnam War as part of the
Ho Chi Minh Trail and it took over four hours to cover the distance. At about
half way, the road got narrower and started to climb steeply through the
forests and reached Ban (“village”) Lavièn, the administrative centre of the
khet. The low buildings that surrounded the large and empty field to the north
of the village that would in the evening be filled with cows and buffaloes
were the only concrete signs of the state’s efforts to create infrastructure in
that remote place. Next to the meeting hall stood the primary school, and
facing them about 100 meters away was the visitors’ lodge, with individual
rooms and common toilets and showers. We learnt later that it used to be the
health centre. One of the rooms was occupied by the border guard whose
task was to register people on their way to the border with Vietnam, barely
two kilometres away.
The local authorities began to invest in the focal site of Lakô in 1996.
Aside from infrastructure, funding was directed towards the development
of rice fields, animal husbandry, small coffee plantations and irrigation
schemes, as well as agricultural training. Some villages were also resettled
(nyok nyai ) to the area in the years following the establishment of the
jut sum, in order to bring them closer to this zone of so-called integrated
development and as part of the Village Consolidation policy.14 The focal
site of Lakô was not typical, however. The government, through the Focal
Site policy, aimed to encourage resettlement in lowland areas so as to move
highlanders (most of whom are of ethnic minority origins) closer to markets,
roads, facilities and services (e.g. hospitals and schools), rather than bringing
these basic services to the upland areas.15
A different logic guided the establishment of khet Lakô; as late as 2006,
officials had to journey on a poor road through forests and mountains for
several hours before reaching the site, or more often, travelled through the
district of Hướng Hoá in Quảng Trị province to reach the area opposite
the khet Lakô and then cross back, as road access to rural areas on the
other side of the border was more comprehensive.16 That hardly fitted the
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government’s long-term plan to have most Lao citizens easily within their
reach. And yet, the opening of the meeting hall, the school and the health
centre was duly celebrated in the late 1990s in the presence of provincial and
district authorities, as well as Vientiane representatives of the Lao Front for
National Construction (LFNC), the main government mass organization.
The head of the jut sum, Mr Vang,17 a Bru Tri, whom we had met in
Sepon town a few days earlier, was there to greet us when we reached the
focal zone of Lakô. He used to live in Vietnam and actually served in the
People’s Liberation Army during the Second Indochina War (1961–75). In
fact, we quickly learnt that the territory where khet Lakô is situated used
to belong to Vietnam until the early 1980s. The international border was
officially drawn after strenuous and lengthy discussions between Lao and
Vietnamese officials, state-building projects and security imperatives driving
those tough negotiations (sentiments of socialist brotherhood being left
aside on that occasion).18 The latter were certainly complicated by the fact
that as far as the border regions of Savannakhet Province19 were concerned
nation-states’ cardinal principle of political sovereignty lost its significance
during the war.
As a Lao district official euphemistically told us, the frontier area
where khet Lakô is presently located was “temporarily left in the care
(phaak) of Vietnam [i.e. the Democratic Republic of Vietnam]” by the Lao
communist leadership, for “it was impossible to reach those areas from the
Lao side at that time”. In reality, this “provisional” transfer of territorial
“guardianship” resulted from the changing North Vietnamese military
strategy in the late 1950s. In January 1959 during the Fifteenth Plenum of
the Vietnamese Workers Party’s Central Committee, the DRV leadership
authorized the use of armed struggle in the south, to be headed by the
National Liberation Front for South Vietnam (NLFSVN) (Qiang 2000,
p. 81). In early 1961, after negotiations with the Pathet Lao, Hanoi decided
to extend the Ho Chi Minh Trail into Lao PDR (Prados 1998, p. 15).
Following the end of the war, Mr Vang decided to leave for Lao PDR
in 1979 (he even gave us the precise date of his departure, “on July 25th,
1979”). He regretted his decision these days, though: “I feel like an idiot
now. My comrades who stayed [in Vietnam] enjoy their war pension, have a
house, while I got nothing but my eyes to cry!” Mr. Vang applied three times
(in 1993, 1994 and 2003) for a pension as a war veteran in Laos. He got so
angry and bitter that he openly threatened the Lao authorities to return to
Vietnam. “I forbid you to go back! We’re going to make plans!’, was the
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vigorous response, as he told us, thereby elicited from Bounyang Vorachit,
then Governor of Savannakhet Province (and later the country’s Prime
Minister).
In truth, Mr Vang was not the only frustrated war veteran in the khet
(during the village meeting in the evening, we realized that half, if not more,
of the male farmers aged above fifty had been PLA soldiers). He was, on
the other hand, a well-known figure at the district and provincial levels, as
well as in Vientiane where he attended Party meetings as a member of the
LFNC at the village level. Did Mr Vang’s complaints persuade the authorities
to choose Lakô as a focal site and to invest several thousand dollars there?
His outburst was certainly persuasive enough to get a strong reaction from
Bounyang Vorachit himself. In any case, Mr Vang was appointed as the head
of the focal site from its inception.

State Territoriality Negotiated
More significantly, Mr Vang’s grievances reflected a larger problem, i.e.
the unequal pace of development between the Lao and Vietnamese border
regions. In one of our conversations, the former head of the LFNC’s
Research Department on Ethnic Groups (who had visited khet Lakô
several times) acknowledged that in the late 1980s and the early 1990s the
upland population residing in these areas “threatened to cross over to
Vietnam unless the [Lao] state offered them the facilities that they believed
existed in Vietnam”; hence, the imperative of “developing” these border
regions. In 2004 and 2005, the strategy failed to stop several households
from villages in khet Lakô from leaving the country to settle in Vietnam.20
The trend was alarming enough for district and provincial officials to travel
to the area and to meet the population.
Khet Lakô was not merely another government-sponsored development
site: it was a political issue that challenged the Lao state’s capacity to retain
those of its citizens who could choose the ‘exit’ option, or to use James
Scott’s terminology, exercise their ‘capacity to flee’ in search of a better
livelihood (Scott 1998, pp. 52–53). Not unlike the Lauje hill people in the
Tinombo-Tomini district of Central Sulawesi, who, as Tania Murray Li
showed, aspire to a lifestyle endowed with modern infrastructure (Li 2001,
p. 58),21 villagers in Khet Lakô crossed the border in search of a better
livelihood and, in doing so, they defied state territoriality in their own
small way.
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State territoriality was in effect negotiated in the focal zone of Lakô.
The villagers maneuver in a context that Janet Sturgeon has analysed
as the “always territorializing but never completely territorialized state”
(Sturgeon 2004, p. 481). In other words, these villagers in the Khê SanhSepon border zone are neither completely “free” (i.e. outside the reach of
the state) nor “isolated” (i.e. excluded from decision-making processes). The
Poverty Reduction Fund, financed by the World Bank and the Lao state (to
a lesser extent), has supported several projects in the villages that composed
khet Lakô (e.g. building of schools and health centres [suksala], installation
of gravity-fed water systems [nam lin]) since the Fund’s inception in Sepon
district in 2003. In addition to his responsibilities as the focal site’s head,
Mr Vang was also the appointed liaison person ( phu phasaan ngaan)
between the Fund’s Sepon office and the villagers in the khet. I would
argue that the Vietnamese-born Lao war veteran of Bru Tri ethnic origins
played an intermediary role between the upland villagers and the state,
conveying to the latter messages underscoring the danger that a lack of
state support to the local population could bring about “spontaneous”
migration to Vietnam.
The Focal Site strategy was a national policy, and Mr Vang worked
hard so that it would benefit the population of the khet. In his view, the
solutions that would enable the state to “hold onto the people” were simple
and could be summarized in three words: trade (Mr Vang mentioned
a possible trade agreement with a Vietnamese company in Quảng Trị
that was interested in investing in the plantation of Jatropha (mak diaew)
in khet Lakô; he had applied, and was still waiting, for the province’s
authorization), road and electricity (sengsavang [“sunlight”], as he
explained in a distinctively exasperated voice; “it’s not so complicated, we
just need to be connected to the grid in Vietnam two kilometers from here! ”).
These are hill people who aspire to secure themselves a place within the
state space as part of their survival strategy as mentioned in another context
by Li.22 Certainly, what the villagers were telling us about the sight of those
lights that brightened up the mountain slopes on the other side of the border
every night resembled the vision of a promised land where life appeared
easier, brighter, and modern.
The prospects of having asphalt reaching the khet looked more promising
than connecting Lakô with wire and pylon for the time being.23 According
to the Head of the Construction, Transport, Post and Communication
(CTPC; since renamed Public Works and Transport) district office, works in
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order to improve the road to jut sum Lakô were under way, jointly funded
by the World Bank’s Poverty Reduction Fund, the state and the Asian
Development Bank. The state strategy to control people and resources had
in this case been inverted, from a policy of bringing the people down to
a logic of reaching out (and “up”) to them. The official explained to us:
“If we build roads that reach their villages, they will survive. But if we
relocate them, they wouldn’t know how to make ends meet. We must reach
them, instead of relocating them to the lowlands.” What is more, the CPTC
office head added, “the villagers are telling us: ‘If we don’t have roads,
we are afraid that we will be displaced’.” These are words indirectly reported
that can be variously interpreted, but certainly, in the official’s view, the
provision of road access could keep people from fleeing in order to avoid
resettlement in the lowlands. It is difficult to predict whether these efforts
would prove sufficient to prevent farmers from migrating to Vietnam, despite
development projects and Mr Vang’s hard work.

Conclusion
This chapter examines different functions and representations of Road
9, a key component of the EWEC, among the local communities of the
border area straddling the districts of Sepon and Hướng Hoá between
southern Lao PDR (Savannakhet Province) and central Vietnam (Quảng Trị
Province). While for some residents the higher mobility the road offers has
brought about some new economic opportunities (such as the expansion of
cross-border trading in Katang village for example), it has, on the contrary,
negatively impacted on the livelihood of some inhabitants in Densavanh.
Paradoxically, the border town on the Lao side has suffered to some extent
from the improvement of the road; and instead, one of the most dynamic
cross-border movements across the Lao Bảo-Densavanh area appears to be
the smuggling of imported goods on the waterways.
Residents of Sepon, one of the district towns on Route 9, welcome the
potential for economic advancement the road represents. But, to older residents,
the cause for celebrating the restoration of the road in the early 2000s went
beyond the renovation of an important piece of national infrastructure: they
metaphorically see the revival of the road as a route back to civilization.
Civilization here is defined in fundamental terms, i.e. as a state of affairs
counterpoised to the violence and savagery that residents experienced during
the war (from bombing and land battles) as well as in its aftermath (from
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unexploded ordnance and “counter-revolutionary” attacks). Therefore, for
local residents, the road’s significance goes beyond the tangible benefits it
brings in the form of economic growth and access to services.
Contrary to the commonly held view on state policies and ideology
in Mainland Southeast Asia,24 my analysis, through the case study in the
second half of the chapter, has tried to show that an encounter between “the
state” and “the people” does not necessarily always entail the asymmetrical
imposition of the former’s rules and apparatus on the latter’s lives. To be
sure, there are a number of related issues on the Lao-Vietnamese border
on which insufficient information is currently available; for example,
how many villages or households in the border peripheries have gone through
similar experiences to those in the case studies (crossing over to another
country, or negotiating with local authorities in order to improve their
livelihoods); or how common is it to come across political “entrepreneurs”
or “brokers” of ethnic minority origins, such as Mr Vang. Nevertheless, this
case study compels us to critically revisit the conventional views on roads
or any public development goods in developing countries. Some villagers,
in some instances, even ask for stronger, not weaker, state intervention
through the provision of public development services (such as roads, schools,
electricity) so as to be better equipped to survive in an environment in which
subsistence economy is being relentlessly subsumed by market-based
livelihoods.
In other words, there is more to roads than social engineering projects,
economic growth or security control. Impacts of economic corridors in the
region in Hướng Hoá -Sepon area therefore must also be considered from
a historical and symbolic perspective, which takes into account people’s
enduring memories and perceptions of their local environment. Thus, for
some inhabitants in Sepon the renovation of Road 9 represents a victory over
a painful past, while for other residents access to paved roads brings them
closer to their particular image of modernity.

Notes
1

The fieldwork upon which this chapter is based was funded by a Regional
Collaboration Grant from the SEASREP Foundation and by the ANR
Transiter Program. The materials used in this chapter are drawn from research
trips carried out between March 2006 and January 2008, amounting to a total
of four months.

16 TransnationalDy.indd 392

7/22/13 2:02:41 PM

Economics Corridors in Huong Hoá-Sepon Lao-Viet Border Area
2

3

4

5

6

7

8

9

10

11

393

Route 9 is also one of Laos’ most important national highways. The road runs
for 324 km across Quang Tri (Central Vietnam) and Savannakhet Provinces
to the Thai border. Route 9 is also commonly called Road No. 9 or Highway
No. 9.
In Vietnam they are called Vân Kiều (or Bru-Vân Kiều), while in Laos, they are
classified into two groups, the Makong (or Mangkong) and the Tri.
Lao Bao SECA encompasses Lao Bao and Khe Sanh towns, as well as the
communes of Tan Thanh, Tan Long, Tan Lien, Tan Lap, and Tan Hop of
Hướng Hoá district, covering an area of 15,804 ha and comprising a population
of around 45,000 people.
These measures include: (1) Projects investing in Lao Bao SECA are exempted
from corporate income tax for four years from their taxable incomes; then benefit
of a 50 per cent reduction on their income tax the subsequent nine years; and
thereafter, a tax rate of 10 per cent will apply. (2) Investment projects in Lao
Bao SECA are exempted from land rent for the first eleven years (land where
the infrastructure has been built) and benefit a rate of 30 per cent of land rent
(applicable in Quang Tri’s highland regions) from the twelfth year onwards.
For example, domestic and foreign tourists on entry into Lao Bao SECA are
allowed to purchase duty-free imported goods with value of not exceeding VND
500,000 per person and per day to bring into domestic markets.
The village of Katang comprised 147 households (17 of which were Kinh, 127
Van Kieu, and 3 Paco) in 2007. Their livelihood activities mainly consist of
agricultural works: upland rice (400 ha), bananas and cassava cultivation. Most
households own fish ponds and cows.
The population of Densavanh amounted to 1,761 individuals, including 602
“Lao Loum” and 1159 “Lao Theung” (source: Government Office of Sepon
District 2008).
Thanks to the cooperation of a local official, I was able to directly witness these
smuggling activities that were taking place a few kilometres from Densavanh
town.
Several anthropologists and historians have stressed the importance of symbolic
meanings and socio-psychological dimensions of roads in studying the social
impacts of roads among local communities (see Colombijn 2002; Flower 2004;
Rosman 1996; Thomas 2002; Nishizaki 2008; Weber 1976).
From 1964 to 1973 American planes dropped 2,093,100 tons of ordnance in
580,344 bombing missions, which approximately equated to a bombing every
eight minutes, twenty-four hours a day, for nine years. According to these
statistics, Lao PDR is the most heavily bombed country per capita in the world.
Attacks on the Trail intensified from 1968 onwards; whereas 52,120 missions
were carried out in 1967, this figure almost trebled in 1969, amounting to a total
of 148,069 sorties flown in that year. The bombing finally halted in 1973. Bombs
still continue maiming and killing scores of people in today’s Laos, however: at
the end of the war, it was estimated that 78 million unexploded cluster bomblets
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had been left in the country’s rural areas. All figures are quoted from the very
informative article by Channapha Khamvongsa and Elaine Russell (2009). A
recent survey by the National Regulatory Authority (NRA) for the UXO/Mine
Action sector in Lao PDR reveals that more than 50,000 people were hurt or
killed by UXO (unexploded ordnances) between 1964 and 2008, Vientiane Times,
6 February 2010.
I first heard of Lakô subdistrict (khet in Lao) during a field research trip in
2005.
Though Baird and Shoemaker mention in their article that international aid donors
also played a critical role (by funding most of the cost) in the implementation of
the Focal Site Strategy (Baird and Shoemaker 2007, p. 875).
The Village Consolidation Policy combines smaller settlements by relocating
people into larger permanent villages.
In many hilly areas, the khet jut sum does not necessarily have to be in a
lowland area; indeed, in some areas, this is impossible because of the topo
graphy. In consequence, the khet jut sum would be the nearest road accessible
point to many more remote villages in the area. However, khet Lakô was
not such accessible point; it was the nearest location to the Lao-Vietnamese
border.
In 2007, it took us one hour driving at a moderate pace on a motorbike from
Khê Sanh town in Quảng Trị province to reach Hưong Phúng just opposite the
khet Lakô.
I have changed the individuals’ names.
For more details on Lao-Vietnamese border agreements after 1975, see Gay
Bernard (1995).
Today’s districts of Vilabuly, Sepon, Phine and Nong.
Information on the number of villagers who voluntarily relocated from Lao
PDR to Vietnam in 2004–05 was collected from district officials. It concerns 15
households from Ban Lavièn, 7 households from Ban Kapaï, 2 households from
Ban La-an, and 2 households from Ban Lakô. These 4 villagers belong to the
focal site of Lakô.
Tania Murray Li argues, thus: “The goal consistently expressed is for a closer
relationship with government authorities and access to facilities currently
available only on the coast. Hill folk reject resettlement on practical grounds:
there is no land available on the coast, and they must live close to their
swiddens to guard them from the wild pigs. Nevertheless, they would like to
be on official maps, included in the desa [a unit of about two to five thousand
people under a headman] population counts, and made the beneficiaries
of ‘development’ hand-outs. (…) they too seek to enmesh themselves more
firmly, and more advantageously, within the government administrative system.”
(Li 2001, p. 58).
Li sensibly noted, “populations excluded from official maps and invisible
in the national census may be more deeply taken by the idea of ‘the state’
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than savvy, urban skeptics; therefore, they devise strategies to position
themselves closer to what they imagine to be the center” (Li 2005, p. 385).
Indeed, when we returned to the area in September 2008, the road had been paved
for approximately two-third of its length.
Several studies have argued that the “state of marginality” among societies
inhabiting Mainland Southeast Asia’s upland areas is being cultivated
by government development and nation-building policies containing a
“civilizing” agenda, that is, the compliance of upland “peripheral” peoples
to the ruling majority’s cultural and social norms — be it Thai, Kinh, Lao,
Han, Burmese or Khmer — that ultimately aim to keep them under the state’s
tutelage (Duncan 2004; McCaskill and Kampe 1997; McKinnon and Vienne
1989).
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