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BORDERLANDS AND 
CHAOS?
‘Borderlands blindness’ (Goodhand 
2018)

Borderlands as lawless vacuums 
with chaotic actors 

Two blind spots
• ‘Borderworlds’ and states are co-

constituted (Sadan 2013)

• Not chaos but active stabilisation



MYANMAR-CHINA 
BORDERWORLD
2100km border

1960 agreement 

Construction of border fence by 
China makes border more tangible

But…conflict since 2021 has 
expanded areas outside of SAC 
control 



MYANMAR-CHINA
BORDERWORLD
Ethnic revolutionary organisation 
territorial control has expanded

Different forms of governance and 
provision of services

Military, social and economic 
stabilisation of borderlands

South China 
Morning PostEmerald Range



STABILISING THE 
BORDERWORLD
Not chaos and a vacuum of governance 

Scam industry operators and humanitarian 
groups 

…very different visions

...but both vulnerable

And stabilising the borderworld in different 
ways.



SCAM CENTRES 

Long term problem of scam industry 
in South East Asia. 

Model of deception and exploitation

Expansion of gya pyan scam 
industry in Shan State after 2021 
coup.

Tens of billions of dollars in illicit 
revenue



SCAM CENTRES 
Shift in territorial control in border 
areas after 2021

Greater opportunities for scam 
industry but…scam industry thrives on 
stability

Physical infrastructure, electricity, 
reliable internet and armed protection

Revenue allows them to invest in 
stabilising armed control to allow 
continued exploitation



SCAM CENTRES 
But scam industry operators are 
vulnerable to shifting conditions and 
state intervention.

China crackdowns 

• Wa State in 2023

• Laukkai after 1027 operation 

Thousands of arrests and fifteen 
executions.

Centre of gravity shifted to Karen 
state 



HUMANITARIAN NGOS
Humanitarian programs by Myanmar and 
Chinese NGOs

• Attempting to bring social and 
economic stability for displaced people 
and those affected by conflict in 
borderlands.

• Contribute to stability in different ways

• But operating in separate ecosystems 
of funding, influence and geography 



MYANMAR NGOS

• Operating in areas of displacement and camps 

• Providing food and medical supplies, shelter etc

• Local NGOs and faith-based organisations and armed 
group service departments

• Funding from Western donors, international NGOs, 
diaspora community and private foundations

• Use local networks to negotiate acess

• Face conflict, military restrictions and funding cuts

This Photo by Unknown Author is licensed under CC BY

https://globalvoices.org/2017/02/19/fleeing-the-shells-of-war-kachin-civilians-struggle-against-freezing-cold-in-north-myanmar/
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/3.0/


CHINESE NGOS
• Operating in border crossing areas such as Muse-Ruili 
• Providing vocational training, welfare support and anti 

trafficking initiatives 
• Funding from corporate donations and support from 

different levels of government 
• Support stability of border areas for continued private 

sector activity 
• Reputational and diplomatic role 
• Have limited long term cooperation with Myanmar 

NGOs



SCAM CENTRES AND 
HUMANITARIAN NGOS
Borderlands are not just chaotic.

Radically different values and visions…but 
proactively attempting to stabilise the 
borderworld 

Scam centre operators for stability of physical 
infrastructure and protection to continue 
exploitation 

NGOs for stability of social context, or for 
stability for private sector activity 



IMPLICATIONS
Regional and international impact

Withdrawal of diplomatic attention and aid 
will only worsen the situation.

Address conflict, the scam industry and 
humanitarian crisis in an integrated way. 

• Disrupt scam centre investment in 
exploitative stability - processes and 
financial operations 

• Support local civil society actors and 
networks in social and economic stability

• Develop nuanced engagement with armed 
actors 
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