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EchoingPrimeMinisterNarendraModi’s
statedcommitmenttoholistic
developmentofvillageslocatedcloseto
theSino-Indianborder,DefenceMinister
RajnathSinghhasdescribedthese
villagesasnotjustremotehabitationsbut
alsothecountry’sfirstlineofdefence.

AddressingaBorderArea
DevelopmentConclaveinNewDelhion
September11,Singhsaidthebestwayof
dealingwiththemultiplechallenges
posedbyIndia’sgeo-strategiclocation
wastoensureborderareadevelopment.

Inunderliningtheroleofborder
villagesascustodiansofIndia’sfrontiers,

NewDelhiisfollowingtheexampleof
ChinainTibet,wherePresidentXi
Jinpinghaspersonallydirectedanew
bordervillagepolicysince2017.

ChinainTibet
China’snewbordervillagepolicy,which
isaimedatsettingupTibetanvillagesin
disputedborderareas,wasannounced
withgreatfanfareatthe19thCongressof
theChineseCommunistParty(CCP)in
2017.InMay2021,notedTibetologist
RobertBarnettdescribedtheworkingof
XiJinping’sresettlementpolicyinan
articleinForeignPolicymagazine.

Barnett’sarticledetailstheexperience
offourTibetannomadsfromtheremote

BeyulKhenpajongregion,whichremains
disputedbetweenBhutanandChina.
Until1995,likeotheryakgraziersliving
alongtheborder,thefourspenttheir
summergrazingtheirherdsintheBeyul,
beforereturningtotheirvillageinTibet
aheadofthewintersnows.

In1995,however,thelocalCCP
officialstoldthemBeyulwasChinese
territoryanditwastheirdutytoguardit
forChinabyphysicallyremainingthere
throughwinter.Forthedecadesthat
followed,thefourgraziersspentthebitter
wintersaloneintheBeyul,inharshand
primitiveconditions,withnocontact
withtheoutsideworld.

OncetheChinesecompletedaroadto

theirtinysettlement,overtheHimalayan
crestline,alargervillagewasrapidlybuilt
up.InApril2020,theCommunistParty
SecretaryofTibet,WuYingjie,trekkedall
thewaytothenewgraziervillage,now
named“Gyalphug”,tohailthegraziersas
heroesofChina.

Eachsummer,CCPofficialsorganise
theherderstocarryoutsmalltasksto
reassertChina’sclaims.Barnettwrites:
“Theseincludeddrivingyakherdsover
landgrazedbyBhutaneseherdersinthe
Beyul,demandingtaxpaymentsfromthe
Bhutaneseherders,plantingChinese
flagsonpeaksandpaintingtheword
‘China’onrocksthroughoutthearea.”

Anestimated250,000Tibetanshave
beenresettledthusalongtheborder.In
effect,thishastransformedlocalTibetan
historiesofbordergrazingandmonastic
claimsintostate-levelterritorialclaims
byChina.

InJuly2021,XiJinpingvisitedTibet
forthreedays,withhisfocussquarelyon
theTibetantownofNyingtri(Nyingchiin
Chinese).BeijingregardsArunachal
Pradeshasasouthwardextensionof
NyingtriPrefecture.

Developmentwork
India’sdefenceminister,speakingatthe
BorderAreaDevelopmentConclave,
pointedtothedevelopmentworkcarried
outinIndia’sborderareasduringthelast
decade.Hecitedtheconstructionof
8,500kmsofroads,400permanent
bridges,andthreemajortunnels:Atal
Tunnel,SelaTunnel,andShikun-La
Tunnel,withthethirdcurrentlythe
world'shighestroadtunnel.

Thedefenceministeralsocitedthe
connectionofborderareasinLadakh
withtheNationalElectricityGrid,andthe
provisionofhigh-speedinternettoover
1,500villages,mainlyinLadakhand
ArunachalPradesh,throughtheBharat-
Netbroadbandproject.

Singhsaidthegovernment’sspecial
emphasisonborderareatourismwas
catalysingthedevelopmentoftheregion.
“Tourismhasimmensepotentialin
borderareas,butitcouldnotreachthe
desiredheightsduetolackof
infrastructure.Thingshavechanged
sincethisgovernmentcametopower…
From2020to2023,thefootfalloftourists
inLadakh,SikkimandArunachal
Pradeshincreasedby30percent…Weare
takingconsistentstepstomakeJ&Ka
touristhotspot,”hesaid.

Economicdevelopmentoftheborder
areas,hesaid,wastriggering“reverse
migration”,suchasinHurivillagein
ArunachalPradesh,wherevillagerswho

hadmigratedtothehinterlandwere
returningtotheiroriginalhomes.

Speakingatthesameconclave,army
chiefGeneralUpendraDwivedi
describedborderarea
developmentas“a
corecomponentof
nationalsecurity.”

Newflashpoint
LikeNewDelhi,Beijing
supportsitsgrazierswith
incentives,including
financialones,toequipthem
forspendinglongperiodsin
high-altitudepasturesalongthe
McMahonLineborder.UnlikeNewDelhi,
however,Beijinghasnotshrunkfrom

usingarmedforceintheformofborder
guardsandfrontlinesoldiersto
intimidateandbullyIndiangraziers.

Indianmilitarycommandersbelieve
BeijingcovetsBeyulKhenpajongasa
bargainingchiptoofferBhutanin
exchangeforDoklam,adisputedpocket
oflandatthetri-junctionofBhutan,
ChinaandIndia.

IndiaregardsDoklamasmilitarily
vital,beinglocatedlessthan100
kilometresfromthestrategicSiliguri
corridor,anarrow,25-kilometre-wide
stripoflandthatconnectsIndia’sseven
north-easternstatestotheIndo-
Gangeticheartland.Bhutanhasalways
beencarefulofIndia’sconcernsvis-à-vis
Doklam.

“Chinadoesn’tneedthelanditis
settlinginBhutan:Itsaimistoforcethe
Bhutanesegovernmenttocedeterritory
thatChinawantselsewhereinBhutanto

giveBeijingamilitary
advantageinitsstrugglewith
NewDelhi,”wroteBarnett, in
ForeignPolicy.

Since1990,Beijinghasbeen
offeringtogiveupitsclaimto
495squarekilometresinthe
northofBhutan,provided
Thimphuyields269square
kilometresinthewest.The
territoryinnorthBhutanthat
Chinaisofferingtogiveup

includestheBeyulKhenpajong.
Thecreationofborderinfrastructure

isthenewflashpointbetweenChinaand

India.Amongthecausescitedfor
intrusionsbythePeople’sLiberation
Army(PLA)intoEasternLadakhinthe
summerof2020,theconstructionofthe
255kilometre-longDarbuk-Shyok-
DaulatBegOldi(DSDBO)roadbyIndia’s
BorderRoadsOrganisationispossibly
themostconvincing.Followingclashes
betweenthePLAandIndiantroopsinthe
GalwanRiverValleyinJune2020,
China’sforeignministryidentifiedthe
creationoftheDSDBOroadasatrigger
fortheclash.

Clearly,NewDelhiwillhavetowalka
finelinebetweendevelopingIndia’s
borderinfrastructureontheonehand
andassuagingBeijing’sborder
sensibilitiesontheother.
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RajnathSingh (right)withChief of theArmyStaffGeneralUpendraDwivedi (centre)
at theBorderAreaDevelopmentConclave inNewDelhi onSeptember 11. Also seen is
theMinister ofCulture&TourismGajendra SinghShekhawat

NewDelhiwill have towalk a fine linebetweendeveloping India’s border infrastructure on theonehandand
assuagingBeijing’s border sensibilities on theother PHOTO: AJAI SHUKLA

Defence Minister
Rajnath Singh said
the best way of
dealing with
multiple challenges
posed by India’s
geo-strategic
location was to
ensure border area
development


