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The Dolam conflict between Bhutan and China implies an often 

neglected Himalayan environmental crisis. The military build-up 

happening around these mountains risks an environmental catastrophe. 

The international community should join hands to preserve this natural 

heritage. 

 

Recent on-stage trigger 

Ahead of the September 2017 BRICS summit held in Xiamen city, 

China, the Asian giants—India and China—quietly disengaged from a 

months-long territorial standoff in the Himalayas. The military standoff 

represented a border dispute over a remote Eastern Himalayan plateau 

between China and Bhutan. China hopes to develop this region as a 

launch-pad for increased access to the tri-border area nearby. Tensions 

have escalated over the region, known as the Dolam Plateau – which is 

30 km south-west of the Doklam Plateau that China calls Donglang. 

Although the Doklam plateau to the north of the tri-border region is 

shared only by Bhutan and China, India defends Bhutan’s territorial 

claim by association. India is happy to defend Bhutan’s territory in the 

North as a means of containing Chinese access, while protecting the 

small corridor of land, called the Siliguri Corridor, which connects 

Indian Territory on either side of the tri-border region.1 
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1 The Dolam Plateau and the Doklam Plateau are two different, but adjoining regions. The state-
ments of the Indian Ministry of External Affairs and the Embassy of Bhutan in New Delhi refer to 
the location of the tri-border standoff as the Dolam plateau. For the sake of clarity, in the remain-
der of the text we will only refer to Doklam as the location of the stand-off. 
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China has asserted "effective jurisdiction" rights over the disputed tri-junction or tri-boundary area that 

falls close to the Chumbi valley in Tibet, lying between Bhutan on the east and the Indian state of 

Sikkim on the west. The tri-junction area holds immense strategic importance for India, China and 

Bhutan as it is a small piece of land where their borders intersect. China’s claim over the Doklam 

plateau located to the north of this tri-border intersection is interpreted as strategic positioning for 

long-term territorial expansion into the corridor between the two Indian territories. 

 

Prior to the most recent BRICS summit, a regional escalation resulted from an Indian military 

expansion into the contested tri-border region, where engineers from the People’s Liberation Army 

(PLA) of China were allegedly building a ‘motorable road' at the junction to provide greater access to 

Bhutan’s Jampheri ridge—which connects China’s southern and northern territorial claims. This road, 

although still under construction, is a small extension connecting to an existing road. This small track 

of road lies inside Chinese controlled territory at the tri-junction, and upon completion it will reduce 

China’s distance to the strategically important Siliguri Corridor to around 50 kms. India, fearing that 

China will send troops to isolate its north-eastern states in the event of war between the two countries, 

became intransigent to stop Chinese construction efforts. India acted strongly by sending its troops to 

defend Bhutanese territories within the Doklam plateau to resist the Chinese roadway advancement. 

Bhutan, which shares a ‘special relationship’ with India, sought support from the Indian military as it 

raised the alarm in protest against China's building the road in the disputed territory. 

 

The roots of this conflict can be traced back to the 2012 India-China passport row that unfurled when 

China started issuing new passports with a controversial map laying territorial claims over contested 

regions across the Asia-Pacific, including the Eastern Himalayas and the South China Sea. The row 

subsided with the signing of the 2013 Border Defence Cooperation Agreement between India and Chi-

na; however the latter has continued to stir up border tensions with repeated military incursions.2 

 

Larger background problem  

The prospect of outbreak of a war between the two nuclear powers drew overwhelming attention of all 

major news publications from around the world. News reporters ventured deep inside the conflicted 

region to cover developing stories; meanwhile, strategic experts  delivered analytic commentaries on the 

outcomes of this conflict and the implications for the world at large. However, the international media 

                                                 
2 Mathur, A. (2017), "Japan and China in India’s Foreign Policy," In Peng Er, L. (ed), China-Japan Relations in the 21st Century: 
Antagonism Despite Interdependency, (Singapore: Palgrave Macmillan), pp. 346.   
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neglected to cover an important aspect relating to this episode- i.e., the combined military onslaught of 

both nations against the Himalayan ecosystem, especially along the eastern reaches. 

 

Geopolitical conflict in the Himalayan region is a factual reality that has been happening for many years 

now. India and China have simultaneously built competing high-altitude dual-use infrastructures, such 

as airports, roads and railways, while also deploying advanced military technologies, such as anti-

ballistic missile systems, high-tech drones, and precision-guided munitions. Territorial disputes within 

the tri-border region have given a high-voltage jolt to both countries to complete defence installations 

on their respective sides of the Eastern Himalayas. This activity has expanded to cover the entire 

stretch of the Himalayas that form a natural boundary between Bhutan and China. This is despite the 

fact that both countries have ratified the Environmental Modification Convention, which prohibits 

military or civilian-directed hostile use of environmental modification techniques. 

 

The Asian giants continue to openly flout the provisions of the international treaty in plain sight of the 

environmentally conscious international community. These competing military-industrial complexes, 

now fully operational, are inflicting irreversible damages to the Himalayan ecosystem. The process of 

deploying and utilizing the military-industrial infrastructures, such as constructing roadways for move-

ment of heavy duty and super-heavy duty trucks, clearing forests for building military helipads, and 

establishing military base camps for stationing military personnel and armaments, has manifested in 

greater soil erosion, higher surface water runoffs, increased mudslides and other forms of climate 

shock. Escalating regional conflict has further substantiated these problems, and has laid the ground-

work for an increase in the frequency of these problems in the coming time. 

 

The Eastern Himalayas lie between 82.70°E and 100.31°E longitude and 21.95°N to 29.45°N latitude, 

covering a total area of 524,190 sq.km.3 The region extends from the Kaligandaki valley in central Ne-

pal to northwest Yunnan in China, also encompassing Bhutan, India’s north-eastern states and the 

north Bengal hills, parts of northern Myanmar and south-eastern Tibet.4 The region is sparsely populat-

ed and hosts rich biodiversity, including certain exotic species of flora and fauna, like Assam lemon 

plants, ghost pepper plants and one-horned rhinoceros. Even today’s governments in India and China 

have not been able to delineate their national boundaries in this region, or perhaps are not willing to do 

so. 

                                                 
3 Sharma, E., et al, 2009, Climate change impacts and vulnerability in the Eastern Himalayas, Kathmandu, Nepal: International Cen-
tre for Integrated Mountain Development (ICIMOD). 
4 Id.  
 

https://treaties.un.org/Pages/ViewDetails.aspx?src=IND&mtdsg_no=XXVI-1&chapter=26&lang=en
http://gwagner.com/books/climate-shock/
http://gwagner.com/books/climate-shock/
http://wwf.panda.org/wwf_news/?253901


_______________________ 
SADF Comment N.105  

 
4 

 

The Eastern Himalayas is an integral part of the Himalayan mountain range. This highest and youngest 

mountain range in the world, in reality, comprises of a single compact ecosystem that cannot be territo-

rially divided on the basis of national borders. It is the storehouse of biodiversity and natural resources 

which have sustained life in the mountains and the plains since time immemorial. The glaciers in this 

region source some of the largest river-systems and basins in the world, which provide a significantly 

large portion of the planet’s water supply. The 9,000 plus glaciers and high altitude lakes in this moun-

tain range store about 12,000 cubic kilometres fresh water. About 1,200,00 million cubic meters of water 

flow from its rivers every year, which sustains the great Indo-Gangetic alluvial plains providing water 

for irrigation to sustain human life. The dense forest cover acts as a resource base for commercial utili-

ty; but it also serves to mitigate and control climate change with a 20% reduction of carbon emissions 

across the broad region. 

 

Proposed remedial measures  

 Voluntary involvement of the international community, including great powers, international institu-

tions, civil society organizations and alliances to bring up immediate de-escalation of militarization in 

the Eastern Himalayas. 

 Establish a multi-layered framework of cooperation among the Himalayan countries to conduct 

scientific and socio-technical research on various aspects pertaining to the mountains.    

 Devise and execute a pan-Himalayan development strategy for pooling-in of the region's natural 

resources, including cultural and traditional knowledge to achieve sustainable development and climate 

protection. 

 Align national economic and development strategies with sustainable development practices, to include: 

water control projects, promotion of tourism, and mining of natural resources. Integrated development 

will help to ensure that regional projects do not pose a security threat to any stakeholders, including 

governments and local communities. It is crucial to ensure that strategies comply with international 

standards and complement existing protections for the forest ecology of the Himalayas. 

 

The Third Pole, i.e. the Himalayas, has always played the crucial role of striking a balance to the climate 

on Earth. Today, if the militaristic actions of mankind undermine conservation activities, then the 

Earth’s ecosystem will respond with knock-on effects at a global scale, not merely at the regional level.   

 

http://dictionary.cambridge.org/dictionary/english/knock-on-effect

