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摘要

本研究之目的在於探討緬甸佤邦在 2005 年的鴉片禁令之後，佤邦當政者
如何在其所控制之領土內進行治理，而當地農民的發展又是如何受到佤邦當政
者的治理所影響。統治佤邦的民族武裝軍「佤邦聯合軍」為一極權政權，在緬
甸民族衝突中扮演極重要之角色。
本研究探討之主要關注在於佤邦領導人在鴉片禁令後的治理決策思維，
此禁令對佤邦當地農民的生計與發展皆造成極大影響，因此在探討佤邦的治理
與發展關聯之際，了解佤邦的鴉片禁令更是格外重要。
此研究計畫的研究方法包括文獻分析、訪談以及參與觀察法，訪談的執
行時間為 2016 年 11 月至 12 月，地點包括台灣、泰國、緬甸，訪談的方式為滾
雪球抽樣，訪問形式為開放式提問法。目的在於了解平民對於在佤邦內治理與
發展關聯之想法。
研究發現，「叛軍治理」作為分析框架，無法充分反映當地農民的困境；
佤邦鴉片禁令對於當地農民的政治發展幾乎毫無助益；替代發展計畫增強了佤
邦的軍事化；佤邦領導人與中國的友好關係可能使佤邦的現況惡化。

關鍵詞：佤邦、鴉片、發展、治理、緬甸
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Abstract

The purpose of this research project is to find out how the governance of Wa
State, an authoritarian rebel organization which is heavily involved in drug trades and
very influential in the politics of Myanmar, is practiced within its controlled territory
and how it affects the development of local civilians after the 2005 Opium Ban.
The investigation focuses on the governance decision-making mindset of the
Wa authorities on the ban on opium introduced in 2005. The ban on opium is a policy
that has brought major impacts on the livelihood and development of local population
in Wa State and thus an essential subject for investigating the interrelationship
between governance and development in Wa State.
This project is partly conducted through interviews in Taiwan, Thailand and
Myanmar from November to December 2016 using snowball sampling with openended questions to shine light on the link between governance and development as
conceived by civilians.
The findings of this research include: rebel governance as an analytical
framework is insufficient to address the grievances of local farmers; there is almost no
political development brought by the Opium Ban in Wa State; alternative
development projects strengthen militarization in Wa State; and the close relationship
between Wa leaders and China may worsen the situation.

Keywords: Wa State, opium, development, governance, Myanmar
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1.

Introduction
This research project investigates the correlation between rebel governance and

development by analyzing the governance of Wa State in Myanmar. The purpose of
the research is to investigate how rebel governance, often in contrary to good
governance, affects development in rebel-controlled territories in order to understand
the development of civilians in conflict zones. This project is in part conducted
through interviews.
The field study was carried out in Taiwan, Thailand and some cities in Myanmar,
including Yangon, Mandalay and Tachileik during November and December 2016.
Interviews were conducted to understand the governance of Wa State and the
development of the farmers relating to the ban on opium in Wa State enforced in
2005.
Interviewees included three former international organization workers in Wa
State, one former opium trader in Shan State, one businessman who assists in an
alternative development project in Wa State, one former educators in Wa State, and
three residents in Wa State. The interviews were done in person1. Due to the conflicts
which broke out in northern Shan State in the end of November 2016, travelling into
Wa State was made impossible. Therefore, no interview with former opium farmers
could be done. The lack of interviews with Wa State local farmers leads to the
absence of a perspective from the most important stakeholder.
According to Grindle (2007), governance should be viewed differently in the

1

Interview notes are files in author’s possession.
1

developing world. The concept of ‘rebel governance’ introduced by Zachariah
Cherian Mampilly in 2007 is used as the analytical framework in this study to
illuminate the governance in Wa State. In a country like Myanmar where conflicts
have continued for decades, understanding how development is affected in a special
region like Wa State in the long run helps tackle development challenges of the
country which is troubled by conflicts and controlled by numerous ethnic armed
groups. However, governance in the special region of Wa State is practiced outside of
the frame of a “state government” as in the modern state. Wa State is controlled by
United Wa State Army which is an ethnic armed group in Myanmar. “Rebel
governance” as an analytical framework, provides a different perspective to discuss
development issues in the criterion.
Although the Communist Party of Burma (CPB) and the United Wa State Party
(UWSP) have made efforts to improve state infrastructure which improved the
livelihood of farmers (Chin 2009, 75; Jelsma et al. 2005, 71-3), farmers still suffer
from armed conflicts within the state and near the borders. Farmers usually live in
families. Women and children are the main laborers. In many cases men are either
recruited by the army or suffer from opium addiction. Opium farmers have little to no
voice in the choice of their leader or the kind of life they and their families are able to
live.
Opium has long been used as a tool to maintain power by those with arms. First
by British colonizers in 1852, then followed by the Wa leaders, the Chinese
Nationalists, Kuomintang (KMT) troops, the CPB liberation army, drug warlords or
local ethnic leaders and the United Wa State Army (UWSA). Opium farmers commit
themselves to the laborious task of opium planting, but in the chain of transnational
2

drug dealing, they reap the least profit. Opium only makes huge profits when
synthesized into heroin, and local farmers do not have the skills, equipment, or license
to process opium into heroin.
The local authorities of Wa State claimed that they only dealt opium, but some
observers believe that Wa State authorities were involved in the manufacture and the
illicit trade of heroin, which generated extensive revenue for the government and
individuals involved (Chin 2009, 134-6).
After decades of cultivating opium, ethnic farmers have lost their traditional
agriculture and become dependent on opium harvesting (Tuan 2004, 294). As
Burma’s domestic and international drug control policy alters, authorities resort to
setting ablaze and destroying opium fields to show the world their determination in
eradicating opium production. Farmers not only suffer from crop loss, but also from
being forcibly displaced of their homes by government mandates (Chin 2009, 55).
The farmers in Wa State have no voice in any official decision-making process,
neither on what to improve nor in how government funds are distributed. The opium
tax is a means, as Wa State authorities claim, to reduce farmers’ willingness to plant
opium as well as a means to develop Wa State. However, as far as opium farmers are
concerned, the opium tax is a major driving force for opium plantations, since they
pay the tax with opium poppy instead of money. For the farmers, cash is difficult to
obtain and it usually comes with the sale of raw opium (Chin 2009, 74, 85). In other
words, they have no control over their public life.
A farmer claimed that in Wa State, only those who were involved in the trading,
and usually only those traders with connections to government officials, would be
able to afford a modern and decent lifestyle (Chin 2009, 60). In view of how the
3

farmers are unable to make choices in their lives under authoritarian control, and the
low incomes of harvesters within the opium industry, it does not seem reasonable to
tolerate such suffering on a daily basis.
Even with alternative development projects, opium farmers’ lives have not
improved (Renard 2013, 163). Although their land has been altered for growing
alternative crops such as rubber, farmers have neither the skill nor the intention to
work rubber, tea, coffee. The alternative plantation interrupts farmers’ traditional way
of life and forces them to abandon cultural practices. Chinese laborers are usually
imported to fill the gap of labor in rubber fields (Renard 2013, 163).
This first chapter of this thesis will be an introduction to the research background,
the purpose of this project and the questions it wishes to pose and answer. The second
chapter is the theories and concepts that are related to the research. The discussion
will begin with a spelling-out of what a state is and what role it has in terms of
providing governance. The second part of the discussion will focus on different
definitions of governance and approaches to study governance. The last part will be a
discussion of how development is viewed and how it is shaped by and shapes
governance. There will be two separate sections on “rebel governance” and “political
development” which I consider most relevant to this research. The methodology of
the research will be explained in Chapter 3. In Chapter 4, the findings from both
literature and interviews will be presented with the analysis. The last chapter is the
conclusion which suggests that rebel governance as an analytical framework is
insufficient to address the grievances of local farmers; the Opium Ban has led to
regressive political development for local farmers; the militarization has been
strengthened by alternative development projects; and the close ties between Wa
4

leaders and China and the Tatmadaw may worsen the situation.

1.1 Research Background
Wa State is ruled by the strongest insurgent group in Myanmar, the United Wa
State Army (UWSA) which has approximately 30,000 soldiers (Yimou Lee and Shwe
Yee Saw Mynt 2016). Wa State is located in northeastern Myanmar, bordering China
and its south command borders Thailand. Wa State is one of the four special regions
in Shan State. The total area of the territory controlled by UWSA is about 30,000 km2
with a population of about 600,000 (Chin 2009, 47–48). Around 70% of the
population in Wa State is Wa ethnic (Chin 2009, 48).
The current military “state” developed itself out of former guerrillas fighting
against the Myanmar government in the 1960s. The United Wa State Party (UWSP)
was founded in 1985, and has governed the Wa State ever since. The United Wa State
Army (UWSA) has been categorized by the USA State Department as the largest drug
trafficking organization in Southeast Asia.
According to historical records, Wa lands were more densely populated and
wealthier than the neighboring ethnic communities (Fiskesjö 2010). The Wa traded
their natural resources with neighboring communities. In James George Scott’s
description in the early 20th century (1900) opium cultivation demonstrates the
hardworking nature of the Wa (Chouvy 2010, 42). The decentralized nature of the
Wa’s traditional social structure, free of any king, state, and army, left outsiders like
the Chinese, the Burmese and the British with a lasting impression that the Wa were
“barbarians” and “wild” (Fiskesjö 2010).
Wa State today has a form of a modern polity. However, the feudal mentality still
5

exists in leaders’ governance decisions. The ban on opium introduced in 2005 is a
good example of how the governance decision is made in Wa State. The ban is also a
policy that has major impacts on local farmers. Therefore, to investigate the
interrelationship between governance and development since the 2005 ban on opium
can shed light on future anti-drug governance decision making.

1.2 Research Purpose
More than a decade after the 2005 ban on opium in Wa State, there has been little
information about how opium farmers live. In a news report in 2014, a former Mong
Tai official claimed that there was only small-scale opium cultivation left in Wa State
and that it was difficult for opium farmers to transition to other crops.
The purpose of this research project is to shine light on how the governance of
Wa State, an authoritarian rebel organization which is heavily involved in drug trades
and very influential in the politics of Myanmar, is practiced within its controlled
territory and how it affects the development of local civilians.
This project on Wa State’s governance is important for researchers who are
interested in furthering our understanding of how governance in borderlands and by a
rebel group can be implemented and how development of the local population is
affected. Shining light on the connections between governance and development in
Wa State which is the most powerful ethnic armed groups in Myanmar is also
essential for peace researchers.
Last but not least, this study about governance and development relating to the
opium ban in Wa State should help ongoing efforts toward anti-drug policy making as
well as humanitarian aid project designing.
6

1.3 Research Questions
1. What is the nature of governance in Wa State?
2. What shapes the governance in a conflict-affected society like Wa State?
3. Has the ban policy brought political development to the farmers in Wa State?
4. What role has the governance of Wa State played in providing or hindering
the political development of the civilians?
5. How might the mainstream concept of “good governance” be re-conceived in
the Wa State context so as to improve development in the region?
6. Has Wa State been able to create a unique unity outside of the frame of
nation state and provide better developing conditions for the civilians?

2. Literature Review

2.1 State, Governance and Development

Before interrogating the interrelationship between governance and development,
we should examine the state. The state refers to modern state or nation-state in the
Western political tradition. The reason for bringing the state into the picture is that the
state is usually considered the environment where governance and development take
place. What makes the discussion of states particularly interesting for this research is
the “unusual” setting of Wa State in Myanmar, where governance and development
will be examined. Governance in Wa State is provided by a non-state actor, a rebel
group that has established a political entity that is very similar to a modern state while
maintaining a feudal way of governing. Although it has a form of a modern state, its
relations and power struggles with China and Myanmar central government leave a
7

trace of a premodern political environment which encounters “dual sovereignty” of
the plurality of state centers scenario in highlands Myanmar as described by James C.
Scott (2009). There will be more detailed elaboration throughout this paper.
Almost all political students can recite the elements that make an entity a state:
population, territory, government, sovereignty and international recognition. In
Western political thought, a modern state is often linked to “the notion of an
impersonal and privileged legal or constitutional order with the capability of
administering and controlling a given territory” (Held 1989, 11). The state has been
the focus of Western political discourse. The notion of the state is analyzed by four
traditions of thought: liberalism which emphasizes sovereignty and citizenship;
liberal democracy which focuses the discussion on establishing political
accountability; Marxism which concentrates on the class structure and the forces of
political coercion; political sociology which focuses on the institutional mechanism or
the system of the state (Held 1989, 12).
In Max Weber’s view, a modern state is related to three things: territoriality,
violence and legitimacy (Held 1989, 40–41). “A state is a human community that
(successfully) claims the monopoly of the legitimate use of physical force within a
given territory” (Weber 1946, 77). The right to use violence is considered solely
permitted by the state (Weber 1946, 78). This view hardly applies to Wa State’s case
where violence is used by a rebel group without the permission from the state, the
central government of Myanmar. If Weber’s definition is solely applied to Wa State,
the legitimacy of the leaders in Wa State is doubtful. Therefore, Wa State is not
considered as a state in this sense, even if it has monopoly on violence within a given
territory.
8

Perhaps it is practical to learn about hill societies’ resistance to state-making
in Zomia2, where Wa State is located, when attempting to apply the concept of the
state into the discussion of the governance in Wa State. According to James C. Scott
(2009), northern Myanmar is part of the area where serves as a refuge for those who
deliberately escape from modern state-making (Scott 2009, ix–x). Hill people’s
particular political choices result in the shaping of the society, including the
cultivation, certain social structures, and the physical mobility patterns (Bourdier et
al. 2015, 9–10). In the ethnic concept of political and social system in highlands
Myanmar, avoidance of modern state-making has been the constant in its history, and
a major political feature.
The making of a premodern state in Southeast Asia usually required a stable
supply of food and input of taxes which wet-rice in plains can provide and sufficient
manpower within easy reach of the state core (Scott 2009, 40–42). The idea of “state”
can be understood as the arrangements that provide and guarantee the ruler “a
substantial and reliable surplus of manpower and grain” (J. C.Scott 2009, 40).
However, the hilly landscape of Zomia (or northern Myanmar in this case) does not

2 “Zomia” is a term created by Willem van Schendel. It is a historical and political entity that refers to
the Asian highland area west of the Himalayas, with its own distinct cultures, languages, and religions
from surrounding states such as China, Myanmar and India. Zomia covers the area from western
Himalayan range, Tibetan plateau and the highlands of the peninsular Southeast Asia (Michaud 2010).
This view has been discussed and criticized by anthropologists over the years. The main reason is that
the concept of Zomia covers an enormous geographical area and various ethnicities, rather generalizing
the phenomena (Bourdier et al. 2015, 10–13, 15).

9

allow irrigation systems for wet-rice and travelling is extremely difficult in many
areas before modernization even until today. The hills are “nonstate space” where the
state finds particularly difficult to establish and maintain its authority due to
geographical obstacles (Scott 2009, 13). The geographical conditions limited
movements of people and goods to landward state’s reach (Scott 2009, 44) and thus
made the hills inapt to be included in an agrarian state. Hilly areas above three
hundred meters in elevation might have a tributary relationship and trades with the
state while remaining outside political control of the state officials (Scott 2009, 54).
These areas were not part of precolonial “Burma.”
As the plains in precolonial Myanmar were occupied by various states each
having its territory and core, peripheral areas like the hills under relatively loose rule
would encounter “dual sovereignty” which hill peoples manipulated strategically to
maintain some degree of independence. These areas are considered “buffer zones”
that absorbed tension between two powers in the region (Boutry 2014, 149).
Sovereignty was “ambiguous, plural, shifting and often void together” in these areas
(Scott 2009, 61). Wa State locates in such an area where influence from China and
influence from Myanmar come into contact. To some extent, Wa State can be
considered the buffer zone between the two countries.
State-making in the precolonial time when most states relied heavily on
agriculture was highly correlated with geographical givens. However, when
commercial states replaced “paddy states” after the colonization, the state-making
process in this region was altered. After the colonization, the concept of the state has
become centralizing. The functioning of the state is based on the centralizing concept
which brings administrative authority into the borderlands (Boutry 2014, 150).
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The ethnic conflicts after Myanmar’s independence have strengthened statemaking in borderlands as the central state and military officials direct capital
resources into the region and create military-private partnerships to solidify de jure
sovereignty into de facto territoriality (Woods 2011, 749). By permitting rebel groups
or private parties to confiscate land or resources after ceasefire agreements, Myanmar
military regime strategically creates “ceasefire capitalism” which leads to a political
economic and biophysical frontier landscape that is more apt for military-state control
(Woods 2011, 751).
Wa State is considered a nonstate actor. However, it possesses some important
elements of state. The notion of governance is not limited to a state actor or a
government (Burnell and Randall 2008, 302). Depending on different focuses of
studies, the “provider” of governance can be of alternative formats such as
transnational regimes, international organizations, state governments or rebel groups,
though the state remains a big role in steering the society (Pierre and Peters 2000,
194).
The concept of governance can be so broad that it is sometimes vague. It can
cover all the institutions and relationships involved in the process of governing (Pierre
and Peters 2000, 1). Usually the concept of governance can be understood in two
ways: empirically (operationally) or theoretically (Hydén, Court, and Mease 2004, 1;
Pierre and Peters 2000, 14). The main focuses can be categorized into two: the
substantive content of governance and the character of governance in practice
(Hydén, Court, and Mease 2004, 12). With the substantive content as the focus,
researchers are usually interested in understanding how governance is as either the
rules of conducting public affairs or how it steers or controls public affairs, in other
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words, the structure. In this view, the assumption of generating the “right”
governance, one needs to manipulate the structure (Pierre and Peters 2000, 22). While
for research with a focus on the character in practice, the main interests are
performance or process (Hydén, Court, and Mease 2004, 12) or in other words, “a
dynamic outcome of social and political actors” (Pierre andPeters 2000, 22). In this
view, to generate changes in governance, one needs to address the dynamics.
In general, there are numerous ways to define “governance.” Definitions of
governance can vary. For scholars who consider governance as structure and process,
governance can be analyzed in four dimensions: hierarchies, markets, networks and
communities (Pierre andPeters 2000, 14). For research focusing on the relationship
between regime and development, governance can refer to how the operational rules,
formal or informal, of the political game are managed (Hydén, Court, and Mease
2004, 2). Governance can also be understood as simply as “decisions issued by one
actor that a second is expected to obey” (Mampilly 2011, 3). For Rothestein and
Teorell (Burnell, Randall, and Rakner 2014, 227) who focus on the interaction
between state and society, governance is viewed as the ability to enforce rules and
deliver government services, whether democratic or not.
In the operational strand of the discourse, governance can be understood as how
power is exercised and checked through accountability mechanisms. Governance first
became a tool for international organizations and aid agencies to design programs that
“support and finance particular types of activities linked to economic, administrative
and political reforms” which later led to establish the concept of “good governance”
(Hydén, Court, and Mease 2004, 2).
“Good governance” as a reform objective promoted by the World Bank and the
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IMF in late 1980s tends to indicate positive features in institutions or measures that
are greatly associated to the historical experience of Western societies (Burnell and
Randall 2008, 303; Hydén, Court, and Mease 2004, 2; Pierre and Peters 2000, 14).
Governance in this sense is particularly important for the investment climate and the
effectiveness of international development cooperation, and how to improve
governance becomes a central concern in the aid donor-recipient relations (Burnell
and Randall 2008, 303).
There is another perspective in the discussion of good governance. Grindle
(2007) suggests that governance should be viewed differently in developing countries
for which development is simply too costly. Governance can be classified into
different levels, “good governance” and “good enough governance” (Burnell,
Randall, and Rakner 2014, 227). “Good enough governance” is a concept of the
minimal ensured condition for political and economic development provided from a
government (Burnell, Randall, and Rakner 2014, 238).
The other strand of the discourse is more analytical and theory-based which
focuses on the relationships between different types of regime and development.
Scholars try to understand the relationship between politics and development by
examining the “processes,” i.e. governance outcomes with indicators including civil
society, political society, government, bureaucracy, economic society and judiciary3
(Hydén, Court, and Mease 2004, 3). Governance is defined as:

3

The World Governance Assessment (WGA) has adopted the concept and establish six principles to

identify good governance: participation, fairness, decency, accountability, transparency and efficiency
(Burnell and Randall 2008, 307).
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“Governance refers to the formation and stewardship of the formal and
informal rules that regulate the public realm, the arena in which state as well
as economic and societal actors interact to make decisions. Governance,
then, refers to behavioral dispositions rather than technical capacities”
(Hydén, Court, and Mease 2004, 16).
To further examine the Western concept of governance, according to Politics in
the Developing World (Burnell, Randall, and Rakner 2014, 225), the term
“governance” is often used and misused. Governance can be understood as how
power is exercised and checked through accountability mechanisms. The distinction
between democracy and good governance is blurry, despite lengthy discussion.
Governance-checking usually involves taxation and corruption curbing, both
concerning how power is obtained, in other words, how democracy functions.
One often neglected, yet noteworthy strand of the governance discourse from the
anthropological perspective is “borderlands governance” which focuses on including
the subjectivity of the peripheries, the other, and the minorities in the state-centric
discussion of governance. In this view, borderlands are not merely the periphery of a
state but also a “place of contact” where authorities and policies from the states meet.
Governance in borderlands is a less noticed and often neglected topic in the top-down
state governance discussion (Chang 2009, 544). The flexibilities and informalities in
the borderlands often lead the discussion of governance to illegality (Chan and
Womack 2016, 98). The approach of borderlands governance research is bottom-up;
governance situations are understood through the daily lives of locals and how they
interact with the social, economic, political and cultural environments in borderlands
(Brunet-Jailly 2013, 29; Chan and Womack 2016, 97; Chang 2009, 544). Borderlands
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governance provides an insightful perspective to this research. However, considering
the complexities in borderland regions, not enough research on “borderlands
governance” has been done so far. The bottom-up and anthropological approach of
borderlands governance is also one major challenge for research concerning Wa State
due to the limited access to many places.
Another category of governance is “rebel governance” introduced by Zachariah
Cherian Mampilly in 2007. The concept of “rebel governance” provides a way to
specifically look into governance provided by rebel leaders which I consider fairly
relevant to this research. Thus, the concept will be described in detail in a separate
section.
Undoubtedly, scholars have shown strong interests in investigating the linkage
between governance and development. Therefore, there has been discussion of the
interrelationship of governance and development in the academic world as well as in
the field. In the governance and development literature, B. C. Smith (2007) provides a
clear introduction to good governance, including a thorough explanation about how
governance works, with issues relating to human rights, political accountability,
participation, etc. His concern of the development issues is more social and political.
This approach of understanding the relationship between governance and
development by evaluating the normative outcomes is classified as using the
“performance indicators” by Goran Hydén et al. (2004, 3).
Development, like governance, can be broad and even ambiguous. The more
common and perhaps the most direct way to examine it along these three dimensions:
economic, social and political.
The concept of good governance is a popular strand of the governance and
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development discourse. It gives international development organizations a chance to
emphasize social problems and political reform without interfering with internal
politics. Effective outcomes require domestic drive for development with external
support or aid, as well as a political environment that makes effective leadership
possible (Burnell, Randall, and Rakner 2014, 238). In this strand of thought, the
concept of development is neoliberal capitalist which emphasizes on economic
growth. Governance is considered a way to create the “right” environment for such
growth often desired by international development agencies such as the World Bank
and the IMF (Burnell and Randall 2008, 303; Green and Luehrmann 2007, 144;
Hydén, Court, and Mease 2004, 15). Governance in this sense is transnational and
closely linked to globalization (Pierre and Peters 2000, 59). Means of governance
include conditionality in aid donor-recipient relations and transnational trade policies.
The interrelationship between governance and development is considered causal, i.e.
good governance leads to development or economic growth.
The initial idea of the World Bank’s “good governance” is good “economic”
governance which emphasized on qualities such as transparency, fiscal accountability
and sound management of the public sector (Burnell and Randall 2008, 304, 306).
The World Bank began to include political reforms after 1994, embracing the rule of
law, a capable judiciary and freedom from corruption into its governance objectives4
4

According to the 2011 World Development Report (World Bank 2011), “institutional legitimacy is

the key to stability.” Institutional legitimacy refers to the state institutions being able to protect the
citizens, prevent corruption, ensure justice and provide job opportunities. The World Bank’s report
suggests that violence will be reduced if the state invests in improving institutional legitimacy, so that
institutional changes are necessary to confront the challenges effectively.
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(Burnell and Randall 2008, 305). Problems with this view, however, according to
Hydén et al., include that this concept of governance fails to distinguish governance,
policy and administration and the political character of governance is weakened,
causing a vague relation to the economy (Hydén, Court, and Mease 2004, 15–16).
Steering underdeveloped economies through requesting governance (political and/or
economic) reforms in less developed countries is also problematic and worth more
discussion and attention.
The United Nations Development Programme (UNDP) holds a similar view of
how governance and development interact when the focus of the discussion is
political and social or in other words, human development. Human development
defined by UNDP is development that emphasizes on the needs and rights of women
and the poor (Burnell and Randall 2008, 307). The definition of governance by UNDP
is not significantly different from that by the World Bank, “the exercise of economic,
political and administrative authority to manage a country’s affairs at all levels”
(Burnell and Randall 2008, 307). Good governance in UNDP’s version is “human
governance” or more concretely, “democratic governance” which addresses
democratic accountability in institutions. By achieving democratic or human
governance, countries can more possibly achieve the Millennium Development Goals
set by the UNDP. Some policy-making suggestions made by UNDP include investing
in people’s capabilities with a focus on education, health, and employment skills
(UNDP 2013, ii).
In fact, while the political and social perspectives are included in the concept of
development, the importance of economic development has not been forgotten,
instead even strengthened by other UN bodies such as the UNDP, the UNODC
17

(United Nations Office on Drugs and Crime) and the SDSN (Sustainable
Development

Solutions

Network).

When

addressing

political

and

social

underdevelopment issues, poverty eradication is often emphasized. One important
example is the Sustainable Development Goals promoted by the UN which “ending
poverty in all forms everywhere” is the first goal and the economic development is
one of the essential means to implement the agenda (UN 2015). Even in the World
Happiness Report 2015 which addresses the mental health of the children, the
economic factor is once again emphasized (SDSN 2015, 108, 120).
In the 2030 Agenda for Sustainable Development, the relationship between good
governance and development is expected as:
“…One in which democracy, good governance and the rule of law, as
well as an enabling environment at the national and international levels,
are essential for sustainable development, including sustained and
inclusive economic growth, social development, environmental
protection and the eradication of poverty and hunger” (UN 2015).
The interrelationship between governance and development under the political,
social and human contexts is considered causal (Burnell and Randall 2008, 308).
Two very important types of development promoted by the UN should not be
neglected in the discussion: “sustainable development” and “inclusive development.”
The concept of sustainable development is to include the environmental perspective
into developing human society. Sustainable development aims to integrate economic,
social and environmental aspects of sustainability into development (UN 2015).
“Inclusive development” is to address the importance of including everyone and every
society that have been marginalized in the development of the whole planet. “Leave
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no one behind” is the slogan of the 2016 Human Development Report which aims to
achieve “human development for everyone” (Osieyo 2017). By doing so, the UNDP
sends out a message to the world that governance ought to shift from “state-centric”
to “human-centric” (Osieyo 2017). Economic development continues to play a big
role in the UN “development family,” if not the most important. Discussion about
how much economic growth should be taken into account when developing the whole
planet is another very important issue that deserves to be addressed.
The concept of good governance and how it is considered the key to development
is criticized by Merilee S. Grindle. Grindle argues that advocating this concept leads to
questions about what needs to be done, when and how it needs to be done (Grindle
2007, 533). She suggests that:
“not all governance deficits need to or can be tackled at one, and the
institution- and capacity-building are products of time; governance
achievements can be reversed… interventions thought to contribute to
the ends of economic and political development need to be questioned,
prioritized, and made relevant to the conditions of individual countries.
They need to be assessed in the light of historical evidence, sequence,
and timing, and they should be selected carefully in terms of their
contributions to particular ends such as poverty reduction and
democracy” (Grindle 2007, 534).
Socio-economic development is usually measured by indicators like wealth
(income), life expectancy and education which are combined in the UN’s Human
Development Index (HDI) (Siaroff 2005, 40). As such official data about Wa State is
difficult to obtain or even absent, this research will focus on the political
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development. According to Samuel Huntington, political development includes
democracy, order and autonomy which the notion of institutionalization can be added
(Siaroff 2005, 40–41). Political development (and development itself) is a complex
concept that requires to be discussed in a separate section later.
2.2 Rebel Governance

In the contemporary setting, Wa State along with other ethnic states and special
regions have been under the rule of armed groups. The political system in these
territories is mostly authoritarian. Governance from the central government of
Myanmar is often absent in these regions, making the concept of “good governance”
hardly applicable.
Therefore, in order to better understand the special governance situation in Wa
State, “rebel governance” which provides an insightful perspective in examining
governance is employed in this study.
“Rebel governance” introduced by Mampilly in 2007 illustrates the governance
activities performed by insurgents in a defined territory. In Mampilly’s definition, the
term “rebel” is used interchangeably with “insurgents” to describe “armed factions
that use violence to challenge the state”

(Mampilly 2011, 3). “Governance” is

understood as “the range of possibilities for organization, authority, and
responsiveness created between guerillas and civilians” as defined by Nelson Kasfir
in 2002 (Mampilly 2011, 4). In this sense, the definition of “governance” echoes the
definition by Hyden et. al., that governance refers to behavioral dispositions.
The research approach of rebel governance is top-down and interactive.
According to Mampilly, factors that determine the governance are various and thus,
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governance as an “evolutionary process,” should be understood by taking into account
variables such as insurgent leaders’ behavior which is affected by different actors they
interact with (Mampilly 2011, 4). In understanding governance strategies, Mampilly
stresses the importance of rebel leadership (Mampilly 2011, 4). In this research
project, Wa leadership’s behavior is examined by means of literature analyzing and
interviewees’ observation. There was no interview done with the Wa leaders.
There are three types of rebel governance: “effective governance” which is
capable of policing the population, settling disputes, providing stability, security and
other public goods such as education and healthcare; “partially effective governance”
that can only provide security but not other public goods; “noneffective governance”
which is a result of the decision from rebel leaders not to engage with civilians or
devote any resources (Mampilly 2011, 5). According to the concept of rebel
governance, the autocratic nature of the political system does not hinder authorities
from providing public goods (Mampilly 2011, 5). This statement is found applicable
in Wa State, where the leaders intend to provide some sorts of public goods despite of
the authoritarian nature of the governance.
To sum up, rebel governance emphasizes the importance of leaders’ governance
strategies which determine the development of the civilians in rebel-controlled
territories. Rebel leaders’ decisions to devote resources to civilians are based on the
political environment they operate in and in a broader sense the relationships between
insurgents and other actors such as civilian inhabitants, traditional leaders, religious
institutions, rival militias, humanitarian agencies, international organizations,
neighboring states and private corporations (Mampilly 2011, 16). In Wa State’s case,
China as the superpower neighboring state has great influence in Wa leaders’
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governance decision-making. Apart from the relationships between the state and the
society, the ethnic composition and ultimate strategic objective of the insurgent group
are also elements that shape the governance strategy and the design of the civilian
administration (Mampilly 2011, 16).
The focus of the rebel governance approach is to understand governance in
conflict zones by examining the dynamics between the leaders and other actors. The
development of the locals is not the main concern in the rebel governance discussion.
However, the governance strategies taken by insurgents determine the development in
conflict zones to a great extent. Therefore, this study intends to bridge the discussions
of rebel governance and development in order to investigate the interrelationship
between governance and development in conflict zones with a different perspective.
2.3 Political Development and Theories

The notion of development is usually linked to modernization (Huntington 1965,
387). Development is understood by American Political Development as process or
change in a period of time. In their definition, development is not just change over
time, but also change in a certain direction that is progressive and linear directed by
history (Thomas 2011, 275). This view suggests that different “stages” of political
development exist in different countries.
There are three main strands of thought in the political development discourse.
The first strand is that of scholars like Karl Deutsch, Gabriel Almond and Sidney
Verba who suggested that political development equated with democratization and
that political development coincided with increasing enjoyment of political rights and
liberties (Winborne 2008, 41). In Huntington’s view, democratization indicates
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“pluralism, competitiveness, equalization of power and similar qualities (Huntington
1965, 388).
Huntington and Aristide Zolberg further developed this view and suggested that
political stability and order were some notable precursors to development (Winborne
2008, 41). The development or the enjoyment of civil liberties comes after political
stability. Political stability is linked to institutionalization. According to Huntington,
institutionalization generally means “the process by which organizations and
procedures acquire value and stability”; in other words, organizations and procedures
under the process become complex, adaptable, coherent, and autonomous from other
institutions (Siaroff 2005, 41).
Huntington argued that there were four sets of characteristics that were used to
define or measure political development: rationalization, nationalism (or national
integration), democratization and mobilization (or participation). Rationalization
indicates the process of systemizing, universalizing and specifying. Nationalism or
national integration is a process of generating the “national identity.” A developed
polity is usually assumed to be a nation state and nation building a key concept of
political development (Huntington 1965, 387–88). Democratization suggests
pluralism, competitiveness and equalization of power. It can be understood as
“changes in the direction of greater distribution and reciprocity of power”
(Huntington 1965, 388). The last set of characteristics is mobility (or participation)
which Huntington found most problematic if handled carelessly. Modernization is
linked to social mobility and modern society is participant while traditional nonparticipant society deploys people by kinship and isolated communities from each
other and the center (Huntington 1965, 388). To sum up, in the modernization
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perspective, one can say a “modern” polity is considered a nation state which is
institutionalized, democratic and participant.
However, does democracy necessarily indicate modernity? Rustow and Ward
suggested there was no linkage between democracy and modernization, while the
linkage between egalitarianism and modernization was notable (Siaroff 2005, 42).
Their argument uses examples from empires in the history which were ruled by
modernizers but not democracies like Czar Peter of Russia and Sultan Mahmud of
Turkey. They suggested that modernization was more relevant with public services
and obligations become universal like schooling, roads, conscription for all men and
tax from all (Siaroff 2005, 43).
The two strands of thought linked to modernization were criticized by Marxists
who claimed that the exploitative relationship between the developed and developing
world made development almost impossible (Winborne 2008, 41). This view is also
understood as the dependency school which suggests that the “peripheral” states are
permanently stuck in a dependent relationship with the “core” states in the
international political and economic structure designed by the core states (Siaroff
2005, 40).
For Hydén, Court, and Mease, the interrelationship between governance and
development is not a unilinear causal connection (Burnell and Randall 2008, 308).
Their research shows that countries with more successful democratization or more
democratic institutions tend to perform better in governance (Burnell and Randall
2008, 308). In other words, a democratic society which is direct, inclusive and
diversified in its institutions is more prompt for good governance and pro-poor
development (Burnell and Randall 2008, 308). However, there is not always a very
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clear cut between the indicators of governance and political development.

3 Methodology

According to Grindle (2007), common methodologies applied to research on the
correlation between governance and development are either a large-N study that
involves cross-country statistical analysis or a small-N study that compares a limited
number of country cases to understand their governance and development histories (p.
555). Much research has been done using the large-N statistical methods and proves
the correlation and even causal relationship between governance and development.
The research of Daniel Kauffman et al. is one good example that shows good
governance paves the way for development (Grindle 2007, 558). In this case,
development is usually measured by per capita income which suggests the living
conditions of the poor, in other words, economic development.
Another strand of research involves case studies of single countries or small
number of countries the results can be different. Some research finds that
development can occur without the existence of good governance. This argument is
usually done by case studies of China and Vietnam (Grindle 2007, 559). However,
researchers suggest that good governance is the key for the development to sustain. In
small-N research good governance is not necessarily what brings development. It can
be elite bargains, international context of the country, institutional and organizational
structure to name a few (Grindle 2007, 558).
In conducting a theory-building research, it is almost inevitable to avoid some
extent of generalization (Higgott 1983, 4). However, it is important to acknowledge
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the fact that not all the developing countries or polities are the same. Too much
specialization can also be problematic and insufficient to apply to a broader context.
This research does not intend to build a theory, but rather “test” it. Therefore, the
methodology in this research aligns more with the small-N research, which there will
be only one case study in one particular ethnic controlled-territory to discuss the
concept of governance and how its application affects the development of local opium
farmers.
Evaluation of “development” is less straightforward and particularly challenging
in this research. Income per capita is a widely-used indicator to evaluate development
by major international organizations like World Bank and other UN bodies. Other
indicators like adult literacy, child mortality rate and life expectancy are also
commonly used. The data available from international organizations is country-based
and data from the Myanmar government is rather limited if any. Data of Wa State is
collected by UNODC for the annual opium surveys but after 2005 there is no further
survey done in Wa State since the eradication of poppy cultivation in the region. The
lack of data and limited resources make the evaluation of development in this case
more challenging.
Therefore, in this research project, development will be evaluated by two
indicators: interviewees’ perceived wellbeing from poppy cultivation and/or opium
production in the past compared with that from alternative crops and political
participation of farmers. The baseline will be the year when they stopped poppy
cultivation. The limitation of such method is that the size of sample is small and that
there is no interview with farmers themselves. Furthermore, interviewees observed
different places in Wa State over different periods of time. The results gathered from
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the interviews can only provide a partial view of the development of opium farmers in
Wa State since 2005.
To supplement the insufficient information gathered from interviews news,
reports from UN agencies and NGOs and academic articles will also be employed to
evaluate the development of the farmers. The limitation of the materials includes
“rosy” news from official channels of United Wa State Army, lack of specific survey
or research on opium farmers.
Part of the research will make use of process tracing; reading credible source
materials. Literature from different disciplines will be used, history, politics,
geopolitics, international relations and anthropology. In order to better understand the
gradual changes of opium cultivation in Wa State, drawing on reports from UNODC
is essential. The reports by Transnational Institute should provide insightful
information into the present situation. However, Wa State is divided into two parts:
the north and the south, the material mentioned usually does not cover the whole
region since the south is not officially recognized by the Myanmar government. It is
important to bear in mind that different materials may cover different areas of Wa
State and distinguishing the differences is essential for a reliable result. However,
some extent of generalizing is inevitable.
Local and international news reports are also good reservoirs of information. The
Irrawaddy is a Chiang Mai based independent Burmese magazine which has been
reporting news from Myanmar since 1993. It is an important source of latest news
from Myanmar. Other news websites such as the New York Times and the BBC
provide credible information about the issue. The official website of Wa State, Wa
State News Agency, on Weibo is a source of official information. However, the
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different positions of the news sources must be taken into account and examined
critically. The findings of this research do not depend on news articles in order to
avoid invalid or biased information.
The history of opium is quite complicated; however, it is an essential element in
the greater understanding of how Wa opium farmers have come to where they stand
today. Here, I am mainly interested in the Chinese influence on Myanmar from past to
present, and the impacts brought by European colonization in the early 1900s. The
reason is that China is an important and strong ally of Wa State authorities and is
involved in many alternative development projects after the ban on opium in 2005.
Numerous authors have written about the history of the Chinese Civil War in
reference to the Burmese opium industry. There are studies written in Chinese about
this part of history, but not all are dependable academic resources. Many are “fictions
in disguise”. Materials done without clear scholarly research will not be used in order
to maintain the quality of this research.
Learning about the impacts brought by Europeans helps with understanding the
farmers’ lives in the past and how their lives have changed over time. The work of
Hans Derks (2012) observes opium as a “Western problem” which was brought to
Asia by “white” settlers. Derks’ work investigates the problem by looking at the
history of major European colonizers, the Dutch, the British, the French and the new
imperialists, the Japanese and the Americans, providing an insight to the opium
farmers’ past.
As there is little direct information about the present living conditions of opium
farmers in Wa State, data about opium cultivation is not available. Therefore, field
research was conducted, which involves one-to-one and small-group interviews and
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participant observations. The purpose is to investigate how governance interacts with
the development of former opium farmers. This research attempts to employ both
bottom-up and top-down approaches which are used in borderlands governance and
rebel governance research so that the literature can be supplemented by empirical
findings from the field.
The field work was carried out from November to December 2016 in Taiwan,
northern Thailand and Myanmar. The method used for the interviews was snowball
sampling. The interview questions were open-ended which allowed interviewees to
express their opinions and knowledge about the situation. Research about Wa State
and opium is a sensitive subject, especially when done by a foreigner who has no
local connection. My approach was to get contacts from friends. The reason for that is
to gain trust from interviewees by having a mutual friend. Contact with NGOs was
intentionally avoided because the intention of the research is to understand locals’
opinions and to expand the existing research by going into an area where no previous
research had been done. Contacting the Wa State authorities could also be one
approach to carry out research in the area. However, as the nature of this study is to
find out how the officials’ way of managing public affairs affects the locals, gaining
support from the authorities could bias the research results. This approach is very
different from the “rebel governance” methodology which involves interviews with
rebel leaders.
However, due to the outbreak of the conflicts in Kokang in November 2016,
travelling into Wa State and within some areas in Myanmar was made impossible for
a foreigner. As a result, no interview with local farmers in Wa State was conducted
and the original plan to conduct field research in a village in South Wa was disrupted.
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In addition, during the field work period, I realized that trust could not be built based
on one mutual friend in such a short period of time when it concerned Wa State
affairs. People I had contact with during the trip were quite hesitant to comment on
the governance of Wa State officials. When asked about Wa State and opium matters,
even if it had been over a decade since the Ban was introduced, people refused to
comment directly on the drug industry or the Wa State authorities. Working with an
organization in this case could perhaps have provided more solid base of trust.
An obvious limitation was the language. Wa language has many varieties which
are not necessarily mutually intelligible (Renard 2013). The official working language
of Wa State is Chinese and therefore gathering information from the official news
websites is not a problem. As all interviewees were familiar with Mandarin Chinese
and fluent in Yunnanese. Two interviewees who were former development workers
chose to use English during the interview. These were the languages that were spoken
during the interviews. No interpretation was necessary. However, it also limited the
results since people who have Chinese connection are usually considered better off.
Very poor and isolated farmers would have less access to learn the language (Chinese
Mandarin) or to stay in a big city.
I had notified interviewees of the research purpose, ensured all interviewees
would be anonymous and that interview notes would only be used for research
purpose and only available for the researcher herself in order to protect interviewees’
privacy and ensure their safety. Therefore, their personal information and background
is deliberately altered. Most interviewees were reluctant to talk about the Wa State
government and refused to be audio recorded. Only four interviewees agreed to have
their interview audio recorded. It was clearly observed that opium and drugs are
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sensitive topics in northern Thailand and Myanmar. Wa State is an authoritarian state;
people do not feel comfortable to criticize the political leaders in public to a foreigner.
These factors made the snowball sampling method extremely difficult. Interviewees
were reluctant to refer me to other informants and even if they did, their contacts
would refuse to be interviewed. A couple of interviewees tried to persuade me to give
up on this research project.
Therefore, participant observation was a better method than interviews when it
came to informants who I had not established enough trust with. However, the method
is not recommended by Chin, Ko-Lin who considered it too risky in an area like Wa
State (Chin 2007, 107). The observation usually took place when I casually spent time
with Wa State residents and their friends in Tachileik. Therefore, it was a different
setting from Chin’s field, Wa State. My presence and intention was usually clear to
the participants: I was a graduate student doing research about the opium ban in Wa
State. The good side about being clear with the informants and informing them of my
intention was that I needed not risk my safety by deceiving them. They did not trust
me fully but at the very least I made my research goal clear so they could choose to
help with it or not. The down side of it was that they could easily avoid the topic of
opium cultivation, drug trades and governance in Wa State in their conversations or
manipulate what and how much I should know about. However, the materials I
gathered from the field work are still considered valuable though not abundant. A
couple of informants were young Wa State residents who have not been as highly
involved with the authorities as their previous generation. Their opinions provide a
different perspective in the existing discussion.
In total, there were seven formal interviews, six of which were one-to-one
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interviews and one small group interview, three times of participant observation. The
interviews were done with three former development workers (hereafter DW1, DW2
and DW3), one former opium trader (hereafter OT), one businessman (hereafter BM)
who is involved in an alternative development project, one former educator (hereafter
E) and three young Wa State residents (WR1, WR2, WR3). There were three female
interviewees and six were male5.
As a lone, female researcher, the field work on opium issues of Wa State was
challenging. Not only because it was a sensitive topic, but also there was a risk of
exposing oneself in an environment where dangers such as sexual harassments were
more prone to occur. Most of the time, men were more involved in the business and
had more mobility and therefore, there were more male interviewees.
Trust was another issue that researchers in this topic should consider. I was told
by the informants that it would be no problem to follow them to a village in south Wa
to attend one informant’s brother’s wedding after the conflicts broke out. However, it
was a village in a remote area where there was no means to communicate with the
outside world. In addition, time was limited to build enough trust between us. The risk
was high. The temptation of actually travelling into south Wa and stayed in a village
to observe the local life was also high. It was difficult to make a decision to go on the
trip or not. Eventually the tension between ethnic armed groups in the region took the
decision-making power from me and called the trip off.
Chin mentioned research in the Wa region concerning drug trades and opium
industry requires strong financial support and unlimited time in order to react to the
5

Female interviewees are coded as DW1, E and WR3. Male interviewees include DW2, DW3, OT,
BM, WR1 and WR2.
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hurdles and challenges that occur during the time of field research (Chin 2007, 107).
In this case though I had neither, with a lot of help from friends, I still managed to
obtain some valuable information from the field work.

4 Findings and Analysis

Opium cultivation and drug trades in northern Myanmar are complex issues which
involve various stakeholders in ethnic conflicts over a long period of time. It is
impossible to cover all material and information from different disciplines written in
English and Chinese languages. Therefore, to understand the governance in Wa State,
this chapter departs from describing the ethnic conflicts in Myanmar which provide
the ground for the UWSA and drug trades to thrive. By understanding the conflicts,
one can also have a grasp of the relationships between the Wa authorities and other
actors in Myanmar’s ethnic conflicts, which is essential to analyze how governance
decisions are made in the concept of “rebel governance.” To further understand the
mindset of the institutions in Wa State, a description of the Wa before state-making
and the formation of Wa State will be added to the picture.
The ban on opium is the main interest of this research in terms of analyzing the
governance decision making and thus will be discussed from the policy and the
alternative development to the impacts the ban has brought to the locals.
In order to investigate the political development of the locals from the ban on
opium and the alternative development projects, the institutions of this policy will be
described and analyzed.
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4.1 Conflicts and Drugs

The relationship between conflicts and illicit drugs has attracted relatively less
attention in the discourse of conflict and natural resource research. Opium and illicit
drugs are lootable resources which are considered one of the most troublesome
natural resources in conflicts (Ross 2002, 26). Researchers have found that drugs have
not been the incentive of conflict initiation but are positively correlated with the
duration of violent armed activities (Cornell 2007, 208; Koehler and Zuercher 2007,
62; Ross 2004, 35–36). Conflicts are prolonged partly because there tends to be
increasing personal involvement of the insurgents and sometimes the government
officials in the drug industry (Cornell 2007, 208; Koehler and Zuercher 2007, 62-63)
and the drug trades can be so lucrative that neither of the belligerent parties will want
to settle the conflicts (Koehler and Zuercher 2007, 62–63). As time goes by, the
insurgents tend to shift their focus from ideological motivations towards the economic
ones (Cornell 2007, 208).
Another reason for a prolonged civil war is that illicit drugs generate profits that
corrupt the formal institutions of a state and the suppressive anti-drug policy usually
de-legitimizes the state for the people whose livelihood depends on the drug
cultivation (Koehler and Zuercher 2007, 63).
Myanmar has suffered one of the longest-lasting civil wars in the world. The
conflicts began soon after its independence. The assassination of Aung San in 1947
marked the beginning of the long-lasting conflicts. The insurgency of the Communist
Party of Burma (CPB) which intended an overthrow of the parliamentary government
broke out in 1948. The insurgency was followed by outbreaks of ethnic rebels from
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Karen, Karenni, Mon, Pao and Rakhine in early 1949 (Smith 2007, 27). The matter is
worsened as the Chinese Nationalists Kuomintang (KMT) invaded northern Myanmar
and allied with the Shan in the end of the 1940s to early 1950s.
The invasion of KMT strengthened the illicit trades in Sino-Myanmar borderlands
which later became an important source of funding for various ethnic armed groups.
Soon afterwards Shan and Kachin started their “revolutions” in 1959-61 (Sherman
2003, 228).
In order to combat the rebels in Shan State, General Ne Win initiated the Ka Kwe
Ye (KKY) program in 1963 which invited locals to organize “defense armies”
(Grundy-Warr and Wong 2001, 111; Kramer 2007, 10). The KKY program
encouraged local militias to fight insurgents by allowing the militias to rule relatively
stable territories (Kramer 2007, 10) where they could collect taxes and hold weapons
(Meehan 2016, 204) and to continue border trades with neighboring states including
Thailand, Laos and China (Grundy-Warr and Wong 2001, 111). Furthermore, joining
the KKY forces, militias could also avoid aggression from the Tatmadaw (Myanmar
army) (Meehan 2016, 204).
The KKY scheme provided the militias with autonomy, privilege and permission
to own weapons, creating a perfect environment for illicit trades and thus drug
warlords began to appear in Shan region. The Tatmadaw intended to extend their rule
into the Shan region by forming KKY forces and providing them with autonomy,
relatively stability and privilege in the region. The scheme can be considered as a
unspoken permission for rebel groups to engage in the drug industry (Grundy-Warr
and Wong 2001, 111; Meehan 2016, 205). In fact, the growth of the drug industry and
the black market was even accelerated by the KKY policy (Grundy-Warr and Wong
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2001, 111). For the Tatmadaw, the drug trades brought revenues the central
government lacked for the KKY forces to support themselves and therefore, as long
as the profits stayed with the forces that were pro-Tatmadaw, the focus of the policy
would be on combating the Shan rebels (Meehan 2016, 205).
The KKY forces were military allies with the Tatmadaw but meanwhile
maintaining friendly relations with the Shan insurgents who controlled the territories
which covered the KKY’s drug trafficking routes (Meehan 2011, 382). KKY forces
which later became important in the drug trades include the Kokang army led by Lo,
Hsing-Han and the Shan army led by Khun Sa both of which gained increasing power
over the opium businesses during the KKY period (Grundy-Warr and Wong 2001,
111; Kramer 2007, 11; Meehan 2016, 204-5).
It was estimated that in the Kokang and Wa regions, there were up to twenty-three
KKY forces in the late 1960s (Meehan 2016, 204). A small KKY force led by a Wa
ruler Maha San which went underground and joined other local insurgents like the
Shan State Army and Khun Sa’s KKY gained control over the territory and the opium
industry at the Thai-Burmese border (Kramer 2007, 11).
During that period of time (1963-1973), there were at least four major forces in
the Shan region: the KMT, the CPB, the KKY and the ethnic insurgents. The KKY
forces were used to fight ethnic rebels as well as the CPB (Grundy-Warr and Wong
2001, 111). The KMT was also a target of the Tatmadaw though not the focus of the
KKY policy. In order to avoid attacks from the Tatmadaw, the KMT forces disguised
themselves as the KKY and provided weapons to the KKY in exchange for their
protection (Chang 2009, 556). As the KMT troops benefitted from the booming
black-market economy and the ban of drugs in the communist China during this
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period of time, they became a force too strong to combat for the Shan rebels.
Therefore, cooperation based on interests was developed between the Shan and the
KMT. In order to have their business interests protected by the Shan, the KMT would
provide weapons and funding to the Shan (Grundy-Warr and Wong 2001, 111). The
CPB also became involved in the drug industry in order to maintain their control in
the Shan region and the profits from drug trades was an additional source of funds
apart from the support from China for their liberation activities in Myanmar (GrundyWarr and Wong 2001, 111).
In 1973, the Tatmadaw abandoned the KKY strategy. Although through the
policy, the Tatmadaw created an alliance with some forces in the Shan region, the
alliance was mainly based on interests instead of political ideology. KKY forces like
Khun Sa’s army soon emerged with their former Shan enemies and formed a Shan
nationalist insurgent group which controlled the opium cultivation and drug trades in
a vast territory at Thai-Burmese borderland (Kramer, Jelsma, and Blickman 2009, 13;
Meehan 2011, 111, 2016, 205). Lo, Hsing-Han’s Kokang army also teamed up with
their former Shan nationalist enemy, Shan State Army, with the Wa force led by
Maha San (Kramer, Jelsma, and Blickman 2009, 13). Lo, Hsing-Han and Khun Sa
were both branded “King of Opium” by the Thai media later and wanted by the US
government for their involvement in drug trafficking.
UWSA signed the ceasefire agreement with the Myanmar government in 1989.
Wa leaders agreed to not declare independence from Burma as an exchange of
development assistance and support for health, education and agriculture (Kramer
2007, 47) while maintaining autonomy (Dukalskis 2015, 852–53). Wa State leaders
do not have strong ideology in terms of ethnic rights (Dukalskis 2015, 854). The
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UWSP, despite its strong position and influence in the ethnic issues, has never been
considered a strong political leader in the negotiations (Lawi Weng 2017). The
intention of the ceasefire agreement is driven more by economic and development
considerations than political (Kramer 2007, 29).
The close relationship between the Myanmar military, Tatmadaw, and the Wa
State is built upon mutual interests in drug trades, money laundering and oppressing
other ethnic armed groups (Meehan 2011). As a result, Wa State has not established
good relationships with other ethnic armed groups in the region. However, some of
the trade routes are controlled by other ethnic armed groups which Wa State cannot
neglect and the increasingly intensive attacks from the Tatmadaw at the Shan rebels
have also raised concern of the Wa authorities (Lawi Weng 2017).
Wa State has a close relationship with China since the KMT withdrew into Wa
hills, followed by the rule of the Communist Party of Burma (CPB) which had
depended China on political and military support since 1950s (Kramer 2007; Renard
2013). The close tie between China and Wa State maintains until today. Major cities
in Wa State are like any other Chinese cities. Chinese Mandarin is the official
language and the Chinese currency RMB dominates the market (Fisher 2016). Most
interviewees confirmed this situation in Wa State. Even in smaller villages in south
Wa, RMB is still the strongest currency. Wa residents enjoy some convenience to
travel across the Chinese borders. With the special document, Borderlander Pass (邊

民證, bian min zheng), interviewee WR3 told me, one can easily cross the border to
get “better” access to medication.
Chinese influence can be clearly observed in Wa cities. Chinese companies invest
in the casinos in border cities of Wa State, leading to a “prosperous” scenery in those
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cities. “The shops in the city (Mong Pawk) are all run by Chinese. People who visit
the casinos are also Chinese” an informant described as asked about what it was like
in the city of Mong Pawk. Chinese company Yu Cheng Group ( 鈺誠集團 ) even
established Southeast Asia United Bank in two major Wa cities in 2015 . However,
the intention of the investment was suspicious of money laundering after its
subsidiary Ezubao (e 租寶) was prosecuted for internet scam.
The strong support from China has raised concern of the government as well as
other insurgent groups in Myanmar. Evidence shows that China has been providing
the UWSA arms, making the most powerful ethnic armed group even stronger (Davis
2016). In fact, UWSA is considered the bridge between the Tatmadaw and other
ethnic armed groups and its influence and leading role in the peace negotiations ought
not to be underestimated (Lawi Weng 2017; Reuters 2017).
Apart from China, Wa State has not developed significantly stable and friendly
relationships with the international society. Foreign aid through international actors
are limited even after the Ban on Opium in 2005 due to distrust (Kramer 2007, 60).
There will be more discussion on this issue in the Ban on Opium section later.
4.2 Wa Before State-making

Anthropological research and literature on Wa people provides an insightful
perspective to understand the mentality of the Wa authorities. The Wa lands are
abound with natural resources and were once substantially wealthier, while more
densely populated, than neighboring communities (Fiskesjö 2010). As it was
mentioned in the earlier discussion on “state”, the Wa have a stateless culture, where
no actual “leaders”, “states” or “army” exist, thus considered “raw” by British
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colonizers (Fiskesjö 2010).
The discussion of the statelessness in the Zomia6 includes early work from Sir
James George Scott (1900), E. R. Leach’s Political Systems of Highland Burma
(1954) and recent work by James C. Scott (2009). Zomia is a region where ethnic
tribes have their own way of ruling removed from the surrounding empires and
kingdoms. Scott (2009, 19, 21-2) argues that hill people like Wa in Zomia have both
relatively hierarchical and relatively decentralized, egalitarian subgroups. They have
actively “resisted the projects of nation-building and state-making of the states to
which it belonged.” However, the making of the Wa State has created a forced statemaking project the impact of which remains to be investigated.
Magnus Fiskesjö (2013) provides a thorough introduction to Wa studies from
China, the West and Myanmar. In his earlier research The Fate of Sacrifice and the
Making of Wa History (2000), Fiskesjö provides some clues as to how the Wa social
structure interoperates within the opium industry. Arguments about the Wa
governance and opium can be found in other works by him. Fiskesjö discovered that
opium cultivation, compared to mining, tends to create more political egalitarianism
(2013, 261).
According to historical records, Wa lands were more densely populated and
wealthier than the neighboring ethnic communities (Fiskesjö 2010). The Wa traded

6

‘Zomia’ is a historical and political entity that refers to the Asian highland area west of the

Himalayas, with its own distinct cultures, languages, and religions from surrounding states such as
China, Myanmar and India. Zomia covers the area from western Himalayan range, Tibetan plateau and
the highlands of the peninsular Southeast Asia. (Michaud 2010)
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their natural resources with neighboring communities. In James George Scott’s
description in the early 20th century (Scott 1900) opium cultivation demonstrates the
hardworking nature of the Wa (Chouvy 2010). The decentralized nature of the Wa’s
traditional social structure, free of any king, state, and army, left outsiders like the
Chinese, the Burmese and the British with a lasting impression that the Wa were
“barbarians” and “wild” (Fiskesjö 2010).
Before the British arrived in the region, the Wa remained relatively independent
from the kingdoms of today’s central Myanmar (Kramer 2007, 6). The villages would
usually have clashes among themselves over boundary or land disputes (Chin 2009,
38; Kramer 2007, 7). The clashes continued until the 1950s when the KMT invaded
the region (Chin 2009, 41).
Wa lands were consisted of circles7 that composed villages which each was led
by a leader who play an important role in the administrative and social activities until
today and the villages made up numerous “statelets” led by chiefs (Lone 2008, 7).
The circles and villages were highly isolated and thus had little influence from the
outside.
The difficult access to the Wa lands ensures the isolation of the Wa from the
authorities and the uncivilized, militaristic and head-cutting images of the Wa further
enhance the unwillingness of the officials and outsiders to engage with the Wa 8
7

Circles are the independent groups of villagers that were tied by family relations in the ‘Wild Wa’

area (Kramer 2007, 7).
8

During my field trip, it was observed that the ‘notorious’ head-chopping practice still served as one of

the factors that Wa ethnics use to intimidate or discourage curious outsiders. When asked ‘Why does
everyone think Wa State is dangerous and warn me not to go there?’ WR2 answered, ‘Because we
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(Christopher and Selling 2012, 18). As British missions described, the Wa were
“notoriously subject to nobody” and not a slightest trace of Chinese suzerainty was
discovered (Kramer 2007, 8).
It was not until the Communist Party of Burma (CPB) took control over this
region in the 1960s, the Wa clans abandoned their feudal system (Chin 2009, 42).
However, in the empirical findings of this research, some feudalism is still observed
in Wa State.
4.3 The Formation of the Wa State and Its Governance

The making of the Wa State has created a forced state-making project the impact
of which remains to be investigated. The current military “state” developed itself out
of former guerrillas fighting against the Myanmar government in the late 1960s after
the Wa guerrilla leaders invited the CPB to lead the union and liberation of Wa lands
(Chin 2009, 42). The communist nature of the United Wa State Party (UWSP) has
hindered other ethnic armed groups like the Kachin Independent Army in forming
close alliance with the Wa State (Lawi Weng 2017).
After the independence of the Union of Burma in 1948, Wa lands continued to
suffer warfare. The KMT invaded the region after the defeat in China in 1949,
seeking for political and military alliance (Kramer 2007, 10). Wa leaders organized
and formed guerillas to defend themselves against the KMT (Chin 2009, 41). The
KMT occupied some areas within Shan State after some attempts to reclaim Mainland
China (Kramer 2007, 10). The KMT during this time introduced modern warfare and
weapons to the Wa (Christopher and Selling 2012, 18). In addition, the KMT troops
chop off people’s heads’ jokingly as a way to dodge the question.
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turned to opium trade in order to sustain their military activities (Meehan 2011, 381)
and controlled most of the opium trades in the region (Tuan 2004, 296–98, 303). After
the recall of the KMT troops by the government of the Republic of China (the KMT
government which retreated to Taiwan), the trade routes 9 and networks as well as
influence which the KMT troops created remain in the region (Kramer 2007, 10).
The CPB gained control over parts of the Wa lands in 1969 and started its
administration in the Wa capital Pang Kang in 1978 (Chin 2009, 42); it was the first
and so far the sole Burman leadership that has imposed certain central administration
in the region (Kramer 2007, 11).
The United Wa State Party (UWSP) was founded in 1985, and has governed the
Wa State since. The United Wa State Army (UWSA) is currently the largest ethnic
armed group in Burma and has been categorized by the U.S.A. State Department as
the largest drug trafficking organization in Southeast Asia. Internationally, Wa State
is recognized as the “narco-army” for the massive amphetamine-type stimulants
(ATS) flowing into Thailand and China through the borders (Kramer 2007, 24, 26).
Therefore, there has been tension and distrust between Wa State and Thailand as well
as the USA.
The political system of Wa State is based on the CPB model and considered as
“a break from the traditional decentralized clan-base Wa society” (Renard 2013). This
movement from tradition feudal system to the communist system is considered

9

According to Tuan’s research, the opium trade routes in the Golden Triangle region were not created

solely by the KMT troops. Instead, French colonizers initiated the opium trade in Mainland Southeast
Asia and the Americans later allowed it to spread (Tuan 2004, 301–2).
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“modernization” by some Wa officials (Renard 2013). The government is ruled by the
only party in the territory which also controls the military. The leader of the
government is the leader of the party and the army at the same time. The governance
of the United Wa State Party is top-down, highly hierarchical and personalized and
leaves few opportunities for decision-making participation of local communities
(Kramer 2007, 3, 37). The one-party rule armed group will soon welcome its first
election since 1992 to replace some of the senior officials in the party; however,
whether or not the chairman Pao who has suffered illness will be replaced remains
unknown (Reuters 2017).
The Politburo is the main decision-making body which is consisted of five
members. In Chin’s description, the Wa Central Authority is another term that
includes the UWSP, UWSA, and all other central governmental bodies (Chin 2009,
55). The second most important decision-making organization is the Central
Committee, which was consisted of nine members until the deaths of two former
leaders. Under the Central Committee, there are seven bureaus, the army and the party
(Chin 2009, 56; Kramer 2007, 37). In the administrative structure, there are districts,
townships, villages tracts and villages (Chin 2009, 56; Kramer 2007, 37; Lone 2008,
36). Although the Central Authority directs all the local governmental bodies, the
local authorities do not always obey the orders from the central office (Chin 2009, 58;
Kramer 2007, 58). The space to interpret commands or policies from the Central
Authority seems to be relatively wide (Renard 2013).
Interviewee who was a former development worker (DW3) in the Wa region
expressed a similar view concerning the relationship between central authorities and
local leaders. He mentioned that the central authority would replace leaders at the
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township levels every two years to avoid deepened connection between the leadership
and the locals. Local leaders usually know their villagers better and would develop a
mutually beneficial relationship with the locals in order to maintain their authority.
WR2 mentioned that some village leaders would help villagers with their own money,
but it is not always possible. BM’s experience echoes such a view though at a
different level. He mentioned that his friend who is a central government official and
invited him to work in the alternative development projects also paid for the road
construction in the village out of his own pocket. However, other research found that
at the local level corruption is more common and that the central authorities care more
about people’s wellbeing than the local leaders (Renard 2013).
The relationship between the leaders and locals is rather “traditional” if viewed
with a “modernization” perspective. Interviewee DW2 described the relationship as
the lord and the peasants in the feudal system. The elites consider their subjects
ignorant and need to be taken care of. In exchange, the lords (rebel leaders) have the
rights to order their peasants. In the leaders’ eyes, there is no such a thing as “forced
labor” or “corruption” because the lords themselves deserve to own all the wealth.
The line between private and public property is very unclear, according to DW2’s
observation and Chin’s research (Chin 2009, 67). However, DW3 did mention that the
villagers can request to replace their leaders if the leaders fail to fulfill their needs and
this view was later confirmed by WR2. OT mentioned that in his village in northern
Shan State, the leader of the village should be someone who is capable, i.e. literate
and multilingual. Usually villagers choose a capable and respectable person to be their
leader. One can say at the local level, there is political egalitarianism to a certain
extent. However, all interviewees agreed that the gap between the poor and the rich is
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huge. For WR3, Wa ethnics residing in the city of Tachileik are the rich and powerful.
Her claim was supported by her observation of the Wa community behind her house.
For DW1 the huge wealth gap does not seem to bother officials much. This view is
also observed by other researchers (Chin 2009; Renard 2013).
Wa leaders usually look down on Wa ethnics who are considered “wild” in
history and they feel inferior to the Chinese (Renard 2013). Ethnic Chinese in Wa
State, like in most other ethnic armed groups in northern Myanmar, play an important
role in drug trades, businesses as well as in governance (Chin 2009; Kramer 2007,
45). In the Wa government, Wa ethnics are considered the “muscles” which are
considered excellent warriors, while ethnic Chinese are the “brains” which ought to
rule the government (Chin 2009, 57). After the coming election in the UWSP, new
young talents of politics will be sent to China to receive training in political economy
(Reuters 2017). Interviewees WR1 and WR2’s experiences align with this view.
DW3, E, WR1, WR2 and WR3 claimed that it is common that Wa State send talented
students (and young militants) to China to receive higher education and training10.
Interviewee E explained that in the past, it was more difficult for Wa students to
continue their university education in Myanmar because by that time, most people did
not have Myanmar citizenship while China offered scholarships and special
documents to them.
The governing capacity of Wa State officials is considered weak due to poor

10

One of the potential informant contacted by a friend was a young Wa youth who served in the army

and was sent to China to receive education and training. However, he refused to be interviewed and to
talk about Wa State at all.
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education, low literacy rate in the bureau, centralized decision-making scheme, lack
of civilian administration experience among leaders and ill finance of the government
(Kramer 2007; Renard 2013). Most district leaders consider their responsibilities
simply as “follow orders” from the headquarters (Kramer 2007, 39). In terms of
developing the region, Wa authorities have expressed more interests in providing
infrastructure, especially building roads (Renard 2013). In my personal visit to a
remote norther Wa village, the local village leader imported solar-powered street
lights from China with his own money. The lights were the only infrastructure that
was well-maintained in the village. The conditions of the roads and the school were
not comparable. Three interviewees (DW1, BM and E) observed that the Wa
authorities were keen on road constructing. DW2 claimed that the Wa leadership
welcomed international aid in developing infrastructure without considering the
capacity building of the locals. The Wa authorities did not accept projects that provide
training to medical personnel or educators and claimed that they had resources from
China, according to interviewee DW2’s description. E echoes this view by pointing
out the hospitals in south Wa had no doctor. However, the infrastructure in some Wa
cities has better qualities than those in other Myanmar cities (Fisher 2016).
The healthcare system in Wa State in not as well established as the infrastructure
development. In 1970s, the estimated infant mortality rate was almost 80% (Renard
2013). The reasons include the absence of midwives and prevailing childhood
diseases. In the past, Wa people used their forests for plants and herbs for treating
illness (Kramer 2007, 32). Areas where Christian missionaries provided healthcare
service had better health conditions (Renard 2013). Interviewee E who served with
the church in south Wa in early 1980s to 2003 confirmed this observation. According
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to her, before the church-run school started to provide education and basic medical
services in the area, people did not have access to Western medicine. During the
period of time when she served in the area, many Wa people still refused to go to a
clinic for a check-up because of their religion. Sick children would be treated at
school if their teacher noticed some symptoms. Health checks were carried out in
schools. WR3 had to cross the border regularly to China and sought health service for
her children when they were babies. She did not trust Wa hospitals or clinics very
much.
According to Kramer’s research (Kramer 2007, 33), the Supply Bureau of the
Wa State managed the healthcare facility, which was preliminary treating only
wounded soldiers. In 2002 the situation has improved with some support from
INGOs. Many people received Western medical treatment for the first time when
UNODC and other INGOs arrived in the region to provide primary health care in
2003. In early 2004, it was reported that there were 20 public hospitals and 106 clinics
operating in the Wa region. However, it is unknown how many are still operating
today.
The education system is not much better in Wa State. According to Renard’s
research (Renard 2013, 151), in 1989, the number of schools in the Wa region was
estimated to be 20 of which 19 were at primary level. The literacy rate was estimated
10% mainly in Chinese. According to the UWSP, there were five middle schools and
240 primary schools established in the region by the year 2000 (Kramer 2007, 33). In
Chin’s research, he suggested that there were ten middle schools and 350 primary
school with a total of over 28,000 students receiving education (Chin 2009, 64). The
conditions of schools were very poor; teachers were not paid reasonably and most of
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them were from China (Chin 2009, 64). Interviewee E confirmed this view and added
further that she had to recruit teachers (usually Christians) from Burmese cities like
Lashio to serve in south Wa. The languages taught in schools are Chinese and
Myanmar. In some schools, ethnic languages like Wa, Shan and Lahu are also taught.
Students who wish to pursue higher education have to leave for Myanmar cities or
China. E told me China and Taiwan used to be two popular choices for students in the
past when Myanmar citizenship was not commonly held by Wa residents. E also
claimed that the Wa government did not support the church school with finance.
However, the Wa authorities welcomed and valued the education provided by the
church highly. The teachers and school staff would be escorted by the army wherever
they went. An informant who has been working with education and development in
northern Myanmar for over two decades shared her experience in and observation
about the Wa authorities with me. According to her, Wa authorities deliberately
“keep” the villagers and the schools in poor conditions to continue to raise funds
which mostly benefitted themselves.
The legal system is absent in Wa State, meaning there is no court structure, no
system of appealing decisions. The Bureau of Political Affairs and Justice along with
the police are the units which make criminal settlements (Renard 2013, 152). DW2
commented that the police and the army are the only two organizations that are
functioning in Wa State.
To sum up the governance situation in Wa State, the governance is highly
personalized as Kramer suggests (Kramer 2007, 37). The public services are not
equally enjoyed by residents and the quality highly depends on the leaders. The
financial conditions, values and sense of responsibility of the leaders at the local level
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seem to be quite important in governance decision-making. In this sense,
egalitarianism in distributing public goods is not observed.
If governance is considered as how decisions are carried out and how power is
exercised and accounted, the quality of governance in Wa State is not very impressive.
However, it should not be generalized since the quality of governance depends on the
individual leader in Wa State’s case.
However, in rebel governance’s perspective, the governance in Wa State can be
ranked as “effective governance” since it manages to provide security, stability and
some public services like healthcare and education to its population. Based on the
findings of this research, one cannot but help criticizing that the standard of effective
rebel governance is surprisingly low. The term “effective” can be misleading and
result in ignorance of the grievances of the local population.
The definition Mampilly uses in defining governance in this concept, “the range
of possibilities for organization, authority, and responsiveness created between
guerillas and civilians” suggests a vague idea of rebel-civilian relationship. It suggests
that the broad range of possibilities for any form of organization, authority and
responsiveness existing between rebels and civilians can be considered governance.
The definition implies that the quality of the governance and the process of the
governance are not the central concerns of the rebel governance discussion. This view
echoes the view of “good enough governance”, however, in Wa State’s case, a rebel
group with such strong finance and political influence, “good enough governance” is
simply not good enough. To Mampilly’s defense, the UWSA is perhaps an exception
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in rebel groups since not all rebel groups are as wealthy11 and receive support from a
powerful neighbor like China.
4.4 The Ban on Opium, Alternative Development and Opium Farmers

Michael L. Ross suggests that lootable resources like drugs tend to provide more
widespread benefits to locals, the unskilled and the poor and therefore create less
grievances (Ross 2002, 26). However, other researchers suggest that conflicts tend to
enlarge and modernize drug production and trafficking (Koehler and Zuercher 2007,
62). The result of that is a large-scale drug industry seized by the authorities and
benefiting the leadership more than the locals.
A total ban on illicit drugs is a common method to tackle the problems. In the
context of globalization, the production of opium and the international drugeradication policy have had significant impacts on consumer countries in terms of
crime rates and populace health12 (Jelsma et al. ed. 2005, 155, 157-8). When tackling
the problems associated with drug abuse, it is essential to trace the origin to the source
in order to find alternative solutions.
Throughout human history opium has been used medicinally as both pain killer
and tranquilizer. It was not until the early 20th century that opium consumption bans

11

The Colombian rebel group FARC is also involved in illicit trades, but the troops are not as large in

number and they are not supported by a powerful neighbor like China.
12

In Martin Jelsma’s research, bans on opium plantations not only led to the reduction of country

heroin supply, but also caused health problems in consumer countries where drug users took alternative
drugs to pursue the same level of satisfaction. This was concurrent with the decrease in heroin purity
as a result of the reduction of supply in Southeast Asian countries, causing more deaths of drug users.

51

started to be enforced, due to growing insight into its addictive and health harming
effects (Brook and Wakabayashi 2009, 13). While international anti-drug regime was
initiated early in the 19th century, at a time when western colonizers were making
huge profits from opium trading, they have only recently become more efficient.
Cooperation amongst powerful states and organizations has resulted in significant
impacts on Burmese opium farmers, who still live under insecure conditions such as
poverty, food scarcity, armed conflicts and inadequate infrastructure (Fuller 2015).
Poppy cultivation takes many hours of hard and meticulous work. It can only be
planted and harvested in the dry season. The planting period averages around four
months, normally begins in September and ends in December, but it can vary from
region to region. The main season for poppy growing is from September to March.
Income derived from opium farming can sustain an opium-farming family’s
annual expense. The opium taxes collected by the local authorities help sustain the
state and benefit some bureaucrats who, concurrently, run opium businesses.
Due to pressure from the international society and agreement with the Myanmar
military junta when signing the ceasefire agreement (Chouvy 2010, 152), Wa State
leaders imposed a strict ban on opium in 2005 despite opposition from local farmers
(Chin 2009, 240-41; Kramer 2007, 2, 41). Wa leaders expected the ban could bring
political recognition, humanitarian aid and international support in developing the
region (Kramer 2007, 36). When asked about the ban, Wa leaders usually responded
with great determination and considered the ban as a policy that was for the sake of
farmers who did not intend to continue opium cultivation (Chin 2009; Kramer 2007,
40–41). Wa leaders also expressed their resentment of being stigmatized and accused
by the West and Thai media (Chin 2009, 241-42).
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The ban is considered unsustainable in several ways: “extreme poverty,
households” heavy reliance on the revenue derived from opium cultivation and the
inadequacy of alternative development programmes, especially in light of falling
prices for other export goods such as rubber and teak” (Meehan 2011). The wrong
sequencing of the policy resulted in great suffering of the farmers and great
resentment towards the leadership (Kramer 2007, 36–37).
Over one decade after the 2005 ban on opium in Wa State, there have been few
details about how opium farmers live. In a news report in 2014, a former Mong Tai
official claimed that there was only small-scale opium cultivation left in Wa State and
that it was difficult for opium farmers to transition to other crops. To offset the impact
of the opium ban, Wa leaders expect development projects with support from China.
However, the top-down policies which do not involve local communities’
participation usually do not benefit the farmers much (Kramer 2007, 32).
In fact, China with its strong influence, has also played an important role in the
anti-drug policy in Myanmar and within Wa State. BM claimed that China demanded
ban on drug trades of any form within Wa State in 2011. DW3 claimed that the Wa
authorities were under pressure of China and thus introduced the ban on opium and
drugs. Since 2011, the Wa authorities have been very strict on implementing the ban.
BM suggested that the Wa government has been so strict about the drug ban that the
villagers and even Chinese businessmen were afraid of the officials. On the surface,
there is no sight of drug production in Wa State (Fisher 2016). However, interviewee
BM did mention that the drug businesses the Wa authorities were involved in before
2011 provided the source of economic stability in the region when the Chinese market
did not perform well enough to support Wa State’s economy. He added that as the
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technology of drug producing evolves, it becomes more and more difficult to ban
drugs entirely; one can easily make drugs in a modified van which allows high
mobility.
Before the Ban, Wa government initiated numerous alternative development
projects including using tea, sugar cane, rubber, and other crops cultivation to replace
opium (Chin 2009, 245). However, most of the projects did not succeed due to lack of
planning, technology or funding. Chinese investments and businessmen swarmed into
the Wa region to invest in industries including mining, tobacco and liquor, but most
companies did not succeed because of poor management and lack of market. The
success of the projects and the investments largely depended on the economic and
political factors in the region13 (Chin 2009, 245).
Forced replacement of the population was also one of the alternative
development projects and received a lot of criticism. The Wa authorities coerced
residents in north Wa to relocate in the territory which used to be under Khun Sa’s
control during 1999 and 2000 (Chin 2009, 247; Kramer 2007, 35). The intention of
the Wa leadership has been considered as a way to expand their territory after Khun
Sa’s surrender (Chin 2009, 54, 247). DW3 suggested that relocation was a way to
control people, in spite of, the authorities claim that it was a way to provide better
public services if people could live in villages instead of sparsely in the mountains.
BM suggested that the relocation was good for people since the soil and water were
much better in the southern Wa territory. In interviewee E’s opinion, the relocation

13

Interviewee BM claimed that “alternative development projects” were only implemented in north

Wa.
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led to a lot of illness and deaths, creating an orphan boom.
The relocation brought much hardship to the people. Interviewee WR1 and WR2
who migrated with their families recalled the region when people first arrived to be
“wild” and life was very difficult. They claimed that the reclamation was hard but
people received assistance from the military troops. Many male adults were recruited
by the army at that time. Interviewee E arrived in south Wa very early at the
relocation. She recalled the villagers were extremely poor and the living conditions
were extremely bad. The villagers did not have access to clean water, education and
medication and most lived in huts. All three interviewees consider life in south Wa
nowadays much easier than in north Wa. The reasons include the better soil quality,
people had rights to own their lands, more harvests and easier access to exporting
goods across the Thai border. They also mentioned that the Wa authorities provided
rice to households for the first year of relocation.
The development projects depend on leaders and their connections. BM is
involved in the alternative development project because he has personal connection
with a central official who is interested in developing his own village. The
development in Wa State can vary greatly from area to area. According to BM, the
Chinese market is very important for the alternative development projects. The Wa
government usually purchases all the harvests, pays the farmers and sells the goods to
China with their own Chinese connections. DW3 suggested that many Wa leaders
have businesses in China and thus have connections there. They introduce Chinese
companies and projects into Wa State. In this scheme, however, according to TNI’s
report, farmers have no access to decision-making and the contract is signed between
the Wa leaders and Chinese businessmen (TNI 2010, 8). BM claimed that the farmers
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are better off now since they only had to work and get paid without worrying about
how to sell their goods. They could also afford to send their children to school.
However BM did mention that the villagers were still very poor and that the village
did not have any modern houses.
There has been limited international support from aid agencies in the Wa region
to assist farmers to grow alternative crops. The political isolation of Myanmar in the
international society was a reason as well as the geographical isolation of the Wa
region (Chouvy 2010, 154). DW2, DW3 and BM mentioned that the conflict between
the Myanmar government and the UWSA also worsened the situation. They explained
that international aid agencies needed to obtain permission from the Myanmar central
government in order to carry out development or humanitarian work in the Wa region.
Often time, the Myanmar government would not permit such projects.
The Wa leadership welcomed international support, but denied the communitybased development approach introduced by UNODC in 2010 and led to arrests of
staff (Renard 2013). They were only interested in projects about accumulating
personal fortunes, road construction and electricity facility construction (Chin 2009,
247). It was difficult for UNODC and other organizations to carry out a more
sustainable project. DW2 who worked in the region shortly after the Ban suggested
that his organizations provided technical support such as building an irrigation
system. DW1 was involved in distributing food, mainly rice, and she did not have a
chance to get to know any local farmers. Both of their work did not have constant and
direct connection with local farmers.
One key issue about the “alternative development” projects which is rarely
mentioned in literature is militarization. BM mentioned the Wa authorities use the
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military as a way to solve the poverty problem brought by the ban. According to him,
all men became a soldier after the Ban. By recruiting locals, both male and female,
into the military, the poor population can be fed and paid14. The military is also used
for consuming the alternative crops like rice and corn. WR1 and WR2 complained
about the system. A soldier in Wa State receives fairly low pay and unless one is
outstanding in one’s studies, one will never have a higher position in the military. The
work in the military is boring, they said. Additionally, there is no time limit of the
military service. Life as a soldier for them is hopeless. They claimed that many people
choose to bribe officials to escape from the “duty.” An informant who now works at a
school in northern Thailand told me that he escaped from China to join the army in
Wa State some years ago, but the pay was awful and life as a soldier was hopeless so
he ran away again.
Other impacts brought by the ban include drastic change in life style and
cultivating culture, food insecurity, poverty, forced labor and land confiscation (TNI
2010, 8). DW3 mentioned that local farmers complained about the sinicization of their

14

According to the interviewees, the conscription scheme in Wa State is similar to other ethnic armed

group-controlled areas. Every household must “contribute” one male to the army. If there is no male
child in the family, the girl will be recruited. A household with more than two sons will need to send at
least two males to the army. Child soldiers are very common in the Wa State. An informant mentioned
that one of her students at an elementary school in south Wa ran away from the conscription and was
thrashed severely when caught. WR3 told me that she used to treat child soldiers at a base near her
noodle stand because she felt sorry for them. According to her, the children did not have to fight in
battle fields but they had to leave their parents at a very young age and the rules in the army were very
strict and with severe punishments.
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life after being involved in the rubber plantation. WR2 claimed that the Wa celebrate
the same festivals as the ethnic Chinese when asked about the Wa culture.
Does political development related to the ban policy exist in Wa State? Judging
from the enjoyment of civil liberties and rights, there is almost no political
development related to the ban. Farmers were deprived of their freedom in planting,
food security and promising incomes brought by opium cultivation. They also lost
their freedom to decide what to grow, where, how and when. They have no access to
the decision-making process in the projects. The authorities decide for them that
community-based development projects are not what they need.
The importance to have political stability before the possibility to enjoy civil
liberties exists here in this context. The ethnic conflicts have taken away the Wa
authorities’ attention from improving public services. Road constructing is important
because good roads are essential to win wars and to better control the territory.
If examined with four factors that Huntington suggests identifying political
development: rationalization, national integration, democratization and mobilization,
one can conclude that there is no political development in Wa State. Perhaps there is
some extent of national identity building through militarization.
The leaders of Wa State have not performed well in terms of governance. With
the influences from China, the Tatmadaw and other insurgent groups, the situation has
not been improved. The Wa leaders value economic gains more than political or social
ideology. The mentality results in economy-oriented governance and thus does not
benefit the poor.
If the break through from the past feudal system is considered modernization, the
people of Wa State are trapped in the modernization.
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5 Conclusion

Looking at development issues relating to the opium ban in Wa State from the
rebel governance perspective, one needs to understand the relations between the Wa
leaders and other actors. Wa State is led by militants who came into power after the
collapse of CPB. The connection between the Communist parties in China and
Myanmar brought many ethnic Chinese into the Wa State leadership, who have
usually weaker connection with the local communities. As China has been the major
support of development in Wa State, ethnic Chinese and people with Chinese
connections are usually considered more powerful and privileged. Wa leaders
consider Wa ethnics inferior and in need of assistance. Therefore, decisions should be
made for farmers instead of being made by them.
The close relationship between Wa State authorities and the Tatmadaw
strengthens the power of the Wa leadership for it brings opportunities for businesses,
protection from foreign legal charges and autonomy of the territory. Wa leadership’s
attitude of “no independence” and constant assistance in fighting with other ethnic
armed groups ensure its business interests in Myanmar. However, the close tie with
China concerns the Myanmar government and Tatmadaw.
The ethnic Chinese in Wa State’s leadership strengthen the tie between China and
Wa State. Having China as the sole and strong foreign ally, Wa State receives both
political and economic assistance with or without the support from the Myanmar
central government. Wa State depends heavily on China in its development. However,
the alternative projects implemented with China’s support usually neglect locals’
needs and exploit the natural resources within the Wa territory.
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Although Wa leaders seek to obtain international support and aid in the region by
implementing harsh opium ban, distrust continues to exist towards international aid
agents. The distrust and misunderstanding from Wa State leadership led to limited
international support. The notorious leaders under drug trafficking charges also leave
the international society in doubt of increasing support for the region’s development.
The development of Wa State began with infrastructure such as road building
prior to the opium ban. Road building continues to be an important development work
of the Wa authorities. According to some interviewees, it is one thing that the Wa
government is best at in terms of governance.
In terms of health, an interviewee observed that Wa authorities welcomed
infrastructure like hospital buildings and medical equipment from foreign aid.
However, when asked about the education and training of the medical personnel, the
Wa authorities preferred not to involve foreign agencies. The education resources in
Wa State are limited, but according to interviewees, Wa authorities value the
importance of education. Outstanding students in military schools have great chances
to obtain high positions later on in the UWSA and have access to study abroad in
China, Thailand or Taiwan on scholarships provided by the government. Wa leaders
also realize the importance to develop stable and closer relationships with the
Myanmar government and therefore, they start to send students to Burmese
universities, too.
As Wa leadership’s main focus of development is on the economy, political
development of the locals is almost unheard-of. Interviewees avoided criticizing the
authorities when asked about the governance in Wa State. Although the opium ban is
controversial, few interviewees expressed their concern about the authority’s decision.
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From the rebel governance perspective, Wa State qualifies the “effective
governance” criterion. The development situation in Wa State reflects the concept of
rebel governance: governance strategy depends mostly on leaders’ behaviors and the
dynamics between the leadership and other actors. The case of Wa State indicates that
understanding the dynamics in rebel governance can make significant contribution in
conflict zone’s development. Development issues in conflict zones need to be viewed
from an alternative perspective to “good governance” which almost does not exist in
such environment.
However, development in such environment is also limited, since political
development and certain social development such as human rights are of less concern
for rebel leaders, especially in Wa State’s case. The quality of governance does not
seem to be the main concern of the rebel governance approach. Therefore, when
applying the rebel governance perspective to the discussion of development in
conflict zones, it is essential to bear in mind that certain development and local
grievances are neglected due to the nature of the approach. In Wa State’s case, the
close connection with China and the Tatmadaw may strengthen the absence of
civilians’ political rights.
According to the 2011 World Development Report, “institutional legitimacy is
the key to stability.” Institutional legitimacy refers to the state institutions being able
to protect the citizens, prevent corruption, ensure justice and provide job opportunities.
The World Bank’s report suggests that violence will be reduced if the state invests in
improving institutional legitimacy, so that institutional changes are necessary to
confront the challenges effectively. Perhaps providing more institutional legitimacy
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within Wa State will contribute to break through the long-lasting conflicts in
Myanmar.
Overall, Wa State as a non-state governance provider can hardly outperform the
civil government of Myanmar. However, the highly personalized political system
allows more flexibility in governance. It is a subject that can be further investigated.
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