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The Kunming-Bangkok Expressway is a 1900-kilometer-long road that breaks the isolation
of thinly inhabited areas in the Mekong region. This new highway connects four countries:
the People's Republic of China, Lao People's Democratic Republic, Myanmar and Thailand.
The project was initiated in 1999 and is expected to be completed in 2013, reducing the
travel time from Kunming to Singapore via Bangkok from three days to 20 hours. While the
road network will almost certainly generate positive benefits for some sectors of the
economy, it will also have negative sociological and environmental outcomes.

This MP analyzes the relationship between fast economic development and the
environment. The area affected by this road is a perfect example of the tradeoffs between
economic development and environmental consequences. Since the beginning of the road
construction, the pace of economic development and social and environmental changes has
accelerated in the region. My objective was to learn if the ecosystems were strongly
disturbed by the economic and industrial development process. In cases where ecosystems
were lost, if this process was bringing negative social effects to the population, or if the
inhabitants preferred the new economic opportunities brought by the development process
(investments, jobs and infrastructure). In order to better understand the problem, I have
chosen to investigate rubber plantations, one type of private investment project that is very
popular in the Luang Namtha region in northern Laos, since the road has facilitated
transport to China. I view this type of business as a microcosm of the more general
sociological and environmental distress created by the highway. In this project I analyze the
environmental and social consequences of rubber plantations more deeply, as well as the
legal and economic factors around them.

My research convinced me that in this area, fast economic development implies negative
consequences for some parts of the population, primarily the ethnic minorities and
indigenous groups dependent for their survival on natural resources such as forests or
lakes. Finally, I propose a set of guiding principles and recommendations to facilitate the
design of traditional legal norms and soft law norms, understood as quasi-legal instruments
which do not have any legally binding force but that could help to protect ecosystems from
this type of investment and facilitate more sustainable economic development in the region.
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