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ON AUGUST 28, 2017, CHINA AND 
INDIA WITHDREW TROOPS from the 
disputed Himalayan region of Doklam, 
formally ending a two-month standoff that 
had threatened to incite armed conflict 
between the Asian neighbors. The crisis had 
begun on June 16 when the Indian Army 
obstructed road construction by China 
at Doklam, near the trijunction of China, 
Bhutan, and the Indian state of Sikkim, 
sparking the most serious Sino-Indian border 
conflict since the war of 1962. While the 
tension at Doklam has since defused, this 
standoff marked but one point in a long 
and ongoing race between China and India 
to assert authority in disputed territories 
through infrastructure construction. In 
this race shaped by history, geography, and 
economic and strategic concerns, China has 
far outpaced India.

The Doklam standoff draws political 
intrigue because it was never really about a 
border disputed between India and China. 
Both countries agree that while the Indo-
China border is disputed in Arunachal 
Pradesh in the east and Kashmir in the 
west, the Sikkim sector is a settled matter. 
Doklam—known as Donglang in China—is 
in fact part of a territory disputed between 
China and Bhutan. Grand tales of India-
Bhutan friendship1 aside, India’s primary 
concern was that the road being built 

threatened India’s security by giving 
China easier access to the strategically 
vulnerable Siliguri Corridor via Sikkim. 
Also known as the “chicken's neck,” 
the Siliguri Corridor is a 12-mile-wide 
strip that forms the only physical link 
between the seven northeastern states 
and the rest of India.

Anxiety over territorial incursion is a 
running theme in the history of Indo-
China relations, and provided the 
main pretext for the war of 1962. The 
outcome of this war—China’s victory 
over India—shaped how both countries 
engaged with the border between them 
for decades. Today, India and China 
are both rolling out ambitious plans 
for strategic infrastructure on their 
respective sides, but China has had a 
head start in this race.

Following their success in the war, 
China built aggressively on its side of 
the Line of Actual Control, as part of its 
strategy to maintain control over Tibet.2 
In recent decades, China’s roads3 and 
rail lines4 have expanded further toward 
its borders with India, Bhutan, and 
Nepal. These linkages enhance not only 
China’s ability to move troops in these 
strategic areas, but also expand Chinese 
influence. A rail link between Nepal and 
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China, for instance, provides an alternative to Nepal’s dependence on trade 
with India.5 

India, by contrast, adopted a defensive 
strategy toward China after its defeat 
in 1962. This resulted in a decades-
long hesitation to build in disputed 
territories. The unspoken rationale 
was that roads near the border would 
facilitate the advance of Chinese troops 
into Indian territory.6 

A shift in this strategy came about in the 
early 2000s when Indo-China relations 
began to improve. In 2003, India and 
China signed an agreement whereby 
India recognized Tibet as a part of 
China and China acknowledged Indian 

authority over Sikkim. In 2006, the Nathula Pass in Sikkim was opened for trade 
between India and China.7 To catch up to China’s infrastructural head start, India 
sanctioned 73 strategic roads as part of the India-China Border Roads (ICBR) 
initiative. This was followed, in 2010, by the identification of 28 potential rail lines 
bordering China, Pakistan, and Nepal. However, progress on these projects have 
been slow. Out of the 73 ICBR, originally planned to be complete by 2012, only 
27 have been completed thus far.8 Construction has not progressed on any of the 
strategic railways.9 

The lack of strategic infrastructure compromises the security of India’s 
northeastern states. Pot-holed, avalanche-prone roads severely restrict troop 
mobility along the border. Indian troops take three hours to cover the 25-mile 
distance between Bumla (the last outpost on the Indian side) and the nearest 
town of Tawang. China, on the other hand, has four-lane highways within 2.5 
miles of the border, enabling Chinese troops to cover the 23-mile distance 
between Bumla Post and the Chinese town of Sonajung in a mere 45 minutes.

Limited funding, bureaucratic red tape, and lack of experience building in 
mountainous terrain are often blamed for India’s infrastructure deficit along 
the China border.10 Geography also favors China in this contest: the Tibetan 
plateau presents China with a distinct topographical advantage over the difficult 
mountainous terrain on the Indian side. In fact, the Sikkim sector is the only 
section of the 3,500-km-long border where India may have a strategic advantage 
over China, since the latter is sandwiched between India and Bhutan. This 
explains India’s fixation with maintaining status quo at Doklam.

The most logical move forward for India would be to narrow down the deluge of 
overly ambitious projects to what is actually feasible and most pressing. China’s 
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border regions, India needs 
to shift focus from prestige 

projects that never move 
beyond the drawing boards 
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systematic approach over decades make India’s recent attempts look haphazard. 
The recently completed Dhola-Sadiya mega-bridge, for example, connects two 
strategic points in the northeastern states of Arunachal Pradesh and Assam, 
and can handle the weight of battle tanks.11 However, without strategic roads 
connecting these remote areas to a greater road network, this bridge cannot be 
utilized to its full potential.

To successfully connect its border regions, India needs to shift focus from 
prestige projects that never move beyond the drawing boards to priority projects 
that can be implemented with the resources available. A case in point is the 
construction of the Guwahati-Tawang road via Tashigang in Bhutan. By allowing 
bypassing of avalanches and cutting travel time between Guwahati (the most 
connected city in northeast India) and Tawang (closest town to the LAC in 
Arunachal Pradesh) by six hours, this road would reduce India’s vulnerabilities 
along the northeastern stretch of the border. Another strategy that neatly 
ties good domestic policy with good foreign policy is increasing cooperation 
with Bangladesh. Land connections via Bangladesh could potentially provide 
alternative routes for maintaining connectivity with the Northeast in the event of 
a Chinese siege of the chicken’s neck.

Realistically, China’s 40-year head start has created a chasm that will be 
extremely challenging for India to close. However, under Modi rule, India 
appears determined to renegotiate power dynamics with China as it attempts 
to correct its infrastructure deficit. This is evident in India’s strong response to 
China’s road construction at Doklam. Interestingly, despite this reaction and 
the ensuing standoff, China may not have given up on its Doklam dreams just 
yet. A state-run Chinese daily recently asserted that road building at Doklam is 
“logical” and that China has “no obligation to indulge India’s capriciousness.”12 
With both countries pushing their regional influence through infrastructure 
construction and neither willing to make territorial concessions, the end of the 
crisis at Doklam is no guarantee against future altercations along the murky 
border between these Asian giants.

Shivangi Borah was a research intern with the Reconnecting Asia Project at CSIS.
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