



CHINA-INDIA BRIEF 100, September 2017
Centre on Asia and Globalisation
Lee Kuan Yew School of Public Policy

_________________________________

China-India confrontation at Doklam: managing a border, managing a relationship

by David Scott

From 18 June to 28 August, Indian troops confronted Chinese units engaged in road construction activities in Doklam (Chinese: Dong Lang), close to the sensitive tri-border junction of India, China and Bhutan. This has been the longest Himalayan confrontation since the 1962 war. India and Bhutan considered the Doklam site as Bhutanese territory, China considered it as Chinese territory. Given Doklam’s location near to the Shiliguri corridor linking India to its northeastern provinces, India’s Ministry of External Affairs argued that such road construction “would represent a significant change of status quo with serious security implications for India” (30 June). A robust Indian response ensued, probably somewhat unexpectedly for China.

On the military front, Indian forces remained deployed at the Doklam site, while both sides moved supporting military forces up to adjoining border areas in the north-eastern sector. China also held military exercises in Tibet. A significant development in mid-August was a deterioration of relations in the disputed north-western sector around Pangong Lake in Ladhak, with stone throwing reported between Chinese and Indian troops, and Chinese denunciations of Indian infrastructure building in the area.

China conducted a “three warfares” (san zhong zhanfa) strategy against India over the Doklam incident – using media warfare, psychological warfare and legal warfare. 
Media warfare was present with the official state news agency Xinhua castigating India in a profile entitled “Indian military’s seven sins in trespassing into Chinese territory” (9 August), and going on to release a mocking video on Twitter entitled “7 Sins of India: It's time for India to confess its seven sins” (16 August). This was denounced in India as a “racist” parody. The media warfare was also apparent in vociferous warnings to India of the negative consequences of maintaining its forward deployment of troops. The Global Times kept up a spate of heavy warning pieces such as “India urged to drop delusion of military strength” (6 July), “India didn’t learn lessons from 1962 border war” (23 July), “Unconditional withdrawal only way for India to save face” (31 July), “If India keeps ignoring China’s warnings, war is inevitable” (10 August). Such media pressure was a form of psychological warfare. Global Times articles like “Pressure on Bhutan reveals India’s hegemonism” (11 August) sought to drive a wedge between India and Bhutan. This line matched China’s Ministry of Foreign Affairs assertions that “India has interfered in Bhutan's internal affairs” and “shows no respect for Bhutan's sovereignty” (28 August).
Legal warfare was present on 2 August with the 15-page position paper The Facts and China's Position Concerning the Indian Border Troops' Crossing of the China-India Boundary in the Sikkim Sector into the Chinese Territory, released by China’s Ministry of Foreign Affairs. This stressed that the border was already settled under the 1890 Convention Between Great Britain and China Relating to Sikkim and Tibet, although application of its “crestline” demarcation principles remains unclear in practice. China continued to argue that any subsequent questions about boundaries between China and Bhutan remained a bilateral issue, with no role for third parties (India) or external adjudication.
On the diplomatic front, China’s demands for unilateral Indian withdrawal were diametrically opposed by India’s demands for mutual troop withdrawal and a stop to Chinese road building. This deadlock was evident in discussions between China's state councillor Yang Jiechi and India’s national security adviser Ajit Doval held in Beijing on 27 July, and in the Border Personnel Meeting (BPM) attended by Major General rank officers held at Nathu La on 10 August. By that time ongoing talks had been initiated in Beijing involving India’s foreign secretary Subrahmanyam Jaishankar and India's ambassador to China Vijay Gokhale.
These talks seemed to bear fruit, but with (face-saving?) ambiguity surrounding terms of resolution. On the one hand, India’s Ministry of External Affairs announced an “expeditious disengagement of border personnel of India and China” (28 August), and thereby a stop to Chinese road building, with the Indian media portraying the outcome as a “victory” for India. On the other hand, China’s Foreign Ministry stressed a unilateral Indian withdrawal and ongoing Chinese presence: 
The Indian side withdrew all its border personnel and equipment that were illegally on the Chinese territory to the Indian side. The Chinese personnel onsite have verified this situation. China will continue fulfilling its sovereign rights to safeguard territorial sovereignty (28 August).

Although China reiterated its right to deploy whenever it wished onto what it considered to be Chinese territory, this would seem to be a matter of sporadic patrols rather than any permanent presence. As to resuming road building, China’s Foreign Ministry was ambiguous; merely indicating that “we will take into consideration all factors, including weather, to make relevant construction plans according to the situation on the ground” (29 August). Unofficial tacit understandings may well have been given by China to India, but nothing official was admitted. Deteriorating weather conditions at Doklam increasingly militate against Chinese forward deployments and road building until Spring 2018. Despite Chinese claims that India’s withdrawal represented a Chinese “victory” (Global Times, 3 September); in reality India achieved its goal of stopping the road building during summer 2017. It remains to be seen if the issue will rear its head again, in light of weather and political calculations in Spring 2018.
As a piece of strategic management, the Doklam standoff showed a continuing “two-level” (global/regional) relationship between India and China. The readiness of India’s leader Narendra Modi not to attend the BRICS summit being hosted by China, echoing his non-attendance at the Belt and Road Forum hosted by China in May, played a role in leading China to halt its road building foray in Doklam. With Doklam shelved, Modi’s attendance at the BRICS summit brought its Xiamen Declaration (4 September) call for “economic cooperation” and reform of “global economic governance”. However, this global-level convergence continues to be undercut by sharpening regional/geopolitical friction points, as at Doklam. Xi Jinping may indeed have told Modi that China represented “development opportunities and pose[s] no threat” (5 September) to India, but a threat from China was precisely what China’s Doklam push had indicated for India.
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