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Myanmar, which shares vast land borders with India and China, also serves as China's direct 

land and energy gateway to the Bay of Bengal, allowing Beijing to bypass the congested and 

vulnerable Strait of Malacca. Politically unstable Myanmar has become a major global center 

for industrial-scale cybercrime, human trafficking and online financial fraud. Leveraging 

regional forums like BIMSTEC and the ASEAN Melaka Declaration is essential to harmonizing 

cybercrime frameworks 

 

The historical trajectory of the Golden Triangle—the rugged, mountainous confluence where 

the frontiers of Thailand, Laos, and Myanmar coalesce—has long been defined by its status as 

a global epicenter for illicit commerce, originally serving as the primary source for eighty 

percent of the heroin entering the West during the late twentieth century. However, as the third 

decade of the twenty-first century unfolds, this mist-shrouded corridor has undergone a 

profound metamorphosis, shifting from the traditional cultivation of opium to the industrial-

scale production of digital fraud. This transition is not merely a replacement of one illicit 

commodity for another but represents a sophisticated technological adaptation of entrenched 

criminal structures that have successfully integrated into the region's fragmented political 

landscape. The poppies have been supplanted by silicon.  

 

The catalyst for this digital transformation was a convergence of the 2021 Myanmar coup, 

which shattered the fragile remnants of state capacity, and the COVID-19 pandemic, which 

disrupted traditional smuggling routes and casino-based money laundering. As borders closed 

and tourism collapsed, Chinese-led organized crime syndicates—many of which were 

displaced from Macau following Beijing’s aggressive anti-corruption crackdowns—

repurposed vast, half-built casino cities into fortified hubs for what is now termed "Scamming 

2.0." These sprawling complexes, such as Shwe Kokko and the infamous KK Park, now operate 

as sovereign entities protected by junta-affiliated Border Guard Forces, most notably the Karen 

National Army under the command of sanctioned leader Saw Chit Thu. The opium fields are 

gone; the servers have arrived. 

 

Inside these heavily guarded camps, scam operations are run with brutal efficiency. This creates 

a tragic situation where the people forced to commit the fraud are actually victims of human 

trafficking themselves. This phenomenon, increasingly characterized as "cyber-slavery," 

involves the systematic recruitment of IT-skilled and language-proficient youth through 

fraudulent job advertisements promising lucrative roles in technology, customer service, or 

digital sales. Once these individuals arrive in transit hubs like Bangkok, they are smuggled 

across the Moei River via dedicated, permanent ferry crossings and private wharves that 

circumvent official border checkpoints entirely.  

 



The scale of this disappearance is staggering. Data from the Bureau of Immigration indicates 

that between January 2022 and May 2024, approximately 29,466 Indian nationals who traveled 

to Thailand, Cambodia, Myanmar, and Vietnam failed to return after their visas expired; when 

including Malaysia, the figure swells to over 73,000 individuals. Inside compounds like Shunda 

Park and Tai Chang, the architectural layout itself reflects a regime of brutal discipline. Success 

and failure are spatially mapped into the very concrete: high-performing scammers reside on 

upper floors with access to relative amenities, while those who fail to meet strict daily quotas—

often requiring contact with at least 50 new scam targets—are confined to lower-level 

"punishment rooms." These dark, cold isolation cells serve as sites for third-degree beatings, 

electric shocks, and being hung by chains, creating a coercive environment designed to break 

the will of the captive until they resume their participation in the digital theft that sustains the 

syndicate. 

 

This humanitarian tragedy in the Mekong corridor directly translates into a dual-front national 

security threat within Indian borders, as the country finds itself positioned as both a primary 

source of trafficked labor and a primary target for the resulting financial predation. The "victim-

perpetrator continuum" is weaponized with particular efficacy against the Indian public, as 

native language skills and cultural familiarity are utilized to execute "pig butchering" crypto-

romance cons and "digital arrest" scams. The statistical reality of this threat is profound: as of 

mid-2024, 46% of all financially motivated cybercrimes affecting India originate from 

Southeast Asia, resulting in recorded losses of approximately $361.66 million. This is part of 

a global surge in digital asset investment fraud, as evidenced by the U.S. Treasury 

Department’s report that American victims lost at least $10 billion in 2024 to Southeast Asia-

based operations—a 66% increase over the prior year.  

 

These operations are not merely external; they rely upon a sophisticated domestic "mule" 

infrastructure. Investigations by the Central Bureau of Investigation under Operation Chakra-

V have analyzed over 15,000 IP addresses, revealing that local Indian agents facilitate these 

transnational pipelines by providing pre-activated Indian SIM cards, private cloud servers, and 

thousands of "mule" bank accounts to wash illicit proceeds. If the domestic architecture of mule 

accounts and SIM cards remains permeable, then the technological resilience of the compounds 

will only continue to outpace the reach of the state. 

 

The resilience of these networks is underpinned by a remarkable degree of technological 

leapfrogging that allows non-state actors to circumvent traditional state-level infrastructure 

chokepoints. When regional authorities, under international pressure, attempted to choke the 

compounds by severing local electricity and fiber-optic internet lines in February 2025, the 

syndicates demonstrated an almost instantaneous adaptation. Satellite imagery and ground 

reports confirmed the proliferation of Starlink satellite internet receivers across the roofs of 

fortified compounds, ensuring uninterrupted high-speed connectivity for global operations. 

Furthermore, the adoption of artificial intelligence, voice cloning, and deepfake technology has 

dramatically increased the believability of frauds, allowing scammers to impersonate law 

enforcement or family members with chilling accuracy.  

 



As enforcement pressure intensifies, the syndicates have initiated a "jungle migration," 

fracturing their operations into smaller, decentralized, and apartment-style complexes deeper 

within militia-controlled zones like Myawaddy and the Karen State. Compounds like Tai 

Chang, which emerged rapidly in 2024, are built to look like standard residential developments 

rather than militarized industrial parks, rendering them harder to observe via satellite. This shift 

toward "Scamming 2.0" ensures that the industry's center of gravity retreats further into the 

technological and geographical insularity of the Burmese interior, shielded by the Karen 

National Army and the Democratic Karen Buddhist Army militia. 

 

New Delhi’s response to this crisis has historically been hindered by significant structural 

vulnerabilities, specifically a "legal-technological gap" that fails to address the nuances of 

forced criminality. Under current Indian statutes, rescued victims who were coerced into 

committing online scams under threat of torture often face the prospect of prosecution upon 

their return due to the lack of a clear legal mechanism recognizing duress. This failure to 

acknowledge the blurred lines between victim and perpetrator reinforces the trauma of 

survivors and complicates the intelligence-gathering process. Moving forward, the strategic 

necessity for India is to transition from ad-hoc consular rescues—such as the November 2025 

Indian Air Force evacuation of 467 nationals via C-130J aircraft—toward institutionalized 

legal and diplomatic frameworks. This requires the formal codification of "forced criminality" 

to grant immunity to victims and shifting the burden of proof from the traumatized returnee to 

the traffickers.  

 

On the diplomatic front, leveraging regional forums like BIMSTEC and the ASEAN Melaka 

Declaration is essential to harmonizing cybercrime frameworks. The 2025 commitment by 

BIMSTEC to institutionalize a Home Ministers' mechanism focused on cybersecurity and 

human trafficking provides a vital platform for the proactive doctrine of regional security that 

New Delhi must now spearhead. 

 

Ultimately, the persistence of these shadow empires reflects the deep-seated political economy 

of wartime Myanmar, where the ruling military junta and its affiliated militias remain reliant 

on the illicit revenues generated by these compounds to sustain their grip on power. While 

high-profile interventions, such as the raid on KK Park and the identification of 1.9 million 

mule accounts by the Indian Cyber Crime Coordination Centre, have disrupted individual 

nodes, the exponential curve of compound construction suggests a "whack-a-mole" dynamic. 

As of June 2026, more than 5,300 people remain trapped in these digital sweatshops, including 

1,600 Chinese and 200 Myanmar nationals alongside hundreds of Indians, highlighting the 

enduring nature of the threat. While the online trail of these scams can be tracked using digital 

tools–blockchain tracing and IP analysis, physically stopping the operations is nearly 

impossible because they are hidden in war-torn regions where no government has real control.  

 

For India's policy makers, what is happening in the Mekong region is not just a law & order 

problem anymore—it is now a major threat to India's national security that needs urgent 

attention. Because these criminal groups are now better equipped and harder to track than ever, 



we have to ask: can governments win this fight, or are they losing control to these digital 

empires operating in the lawless cracks between the physical world and the internet?  

To prevent "Scamming 2.0" from becoming a permanent fixture of the Mekong Corridor, India 

must lead a formal trilateral framework with Thailand and Myanmar. Crucially, the “legal-

technological gap” must be closed by shifting the burden of proof from the traumatized victims 

to the traffickers and establishing clear immunity for those forced into cyber-fraud. 

 

i Uddipan Nath – a management-educator with over 27 years of diverse experience spanning global 

management consulting, academic leadership, skill development and community transformation.   
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