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COMMENT 239 - China’s increasingly aggressive 
posture in the Himalayas 

 

 

 

 

 

Beijing is pushing an expansionist agenda across its Himalayan frontiers with South 

Asia. As discussed in an earlier SADF publication, China constructed hundreds of 

settlements not only along the Tibetan side of the mountainous region but also 

within the territory of neighbouring Bhutan. A report by Robert Barnett identified 

not only increased construction but also an extension in the types of infrastructure 

built by China on claimed territories: roads, villages, military outposts and other 

security facilities. This and other reports from the Chinese-Nepalese border region 

discuss a wider, expansionist strategy by the Chinese leadership. Said strategy 

begins with the formulation of territorial claims vis-à-vis a given neighbour, 

followed by the launch of a construction campaign within the disputed area, in turn 

accompanied by migrant Chinese settlers (with paramilitary features). 

In the above-mentioned piece, SADF emphasized the argument, put forward by 

Don Mclain Gill, that ‘China has been quietly expanding its territorial reach 

throughout South Asia to maximize power and to constrain New Delhi’s role as the 

status quo power in the region.’ Observing the latest developments in the north-

eastern areas of the Himalayas, there is an increasing concern that Beijing is 

reaching out for Indian territory ever more vigorously. Several issues substantiate 

such a threat perception, underpinning that ‘China has become more aggressive in 

its territorial claims over Indian territory’: 

 

On January 1, 2022, the ‘new land borders’ law’ in China came into effect. It was 

advanced as designed to standardise and strengthen the country’s border control 

and protection. The law highlights that Beijing will ‘resolutely defend’ its national 
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sovereignty, security, and territorial integrity. In other words, China ‘will take all 

measures to safeguard its interests within its specified borders by any means, be it 

military or economic’. Considering the tone and the timing, some international 

experts hold the view that this legislation will be ‘used to justify a more assertive 

Chinese posture’, signalling Beijing’s ‘determination to resolve the border disputes 

on its preferred terms’. Following this rationale, Taipei-based analyst Liam Gibson 

describes the ‘new law as a tool for Beijing to further expand its sovereignty into 

its neighbours’ domains’. This ‘land borders law’ seems to ‘encourage the proactive 

resolution’ of outstanding border issues, as well as ‘effectively legitimise the use of 

force’ along its borders. According to India’s former Ambassador to China Gautam 

Bambawale, ‘by their actions in eastern Ladakh’ in 2020, ‘the Chinese are clearly 

indicating that they are tired of trying to resolve the boundary or the Line of Actual 

Control (LAC) through negotiations; they’re indicating they’ll do it through use of 

force.’ 

Another critical aspect of the border law is that it provides for a ‘civil-military 

fusion strategy emphasising [the] improvement of public services and infrastructure 

along the borders as also incorporating the local population in territorial defence.’ 

It is noteworthy that the ‘law calls for increased settlement of the civilian 

population’ along borders. Beijing has previously used the strategy of transferring 

its “civil” population along contested parts of the LAC – based on which it then 

claims rightful ownership. Observers note that during these previous endeavours 

the build-up of infrastructure along the border was accompanied by a remarkable 

number of border intrusions. As such, there are worries that ‘the new law might 

increase such instances and create further problems between the two countries.’ 

This will lead to further militarization of border regions; it also makes any 

negotiations over border issues ‘more difficult’. Some analysts identify the border 

law as a ‘roadblock in any further negotiations for the settlement of border disputes’ 

because it makes China’s borders apriori ‘sacred and inviolable’ and gives the 

responsibility for border management and protection to the People’s Liberation 

Army (PLA) and the paramilitary People’s Armed Police (PAP), both under the 

command of the Central Military Commission. According to some commentators, 

the PLA ‘might refuse to concede any of its actual or “claimed” lands such as 

Arunachal Pradesh and Ladakh’. 
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On December 31, on the eve of the new Land Borders Law taking effect, China’s 

Ministry of Civil Affairs released its own set of standardised names for 15 locations 

in India’s Arunachal Pradesh state. The 15 places named included eight residential 

areas, four mountains, two rivers and one mountain pass. According to Arindam 

Bagchi, spokesperson for the Indian External Affairs Ministry, ‘[t]his is not the first 

time China has attempted such a renaming of places in the state of Arunachal 

Pradesh.’ Arunachal Pradesh is shown on Chinese maps as Zangnan or South Tibet; 

in 2017 ‘Beijing issued six official names for places there’.  

Gibson stresses that ‘[t]he timing of the latest attempt of renaming places on Indian 

territory is a clear signal of intent by Beijing of ‘how it plans to increase pressure 

on New Delhi for control over the Arunachal Pradesh state’. According to Chinese 

analysts, ‘the naming, as well as the border law, were “important moves made by 

the country to safeguard national sovereignty, better maintain national security and 

manage border-related matters at the legal level amid regional tensions, including 

frictions with India.”’ Nevertheless, the new list of renamed places is longer that 

that published in 2017, covering 11 out of Arunachal’s 25 districts. Indian observers 

note that ‘the spread of the locations suggests the places were chosen to reiterate 

Chinese claims to the whole State.’ 

 

Another important point one needs to make here is that we witness a massive build-

up of Chinese infrastructure along the border with India’s Arunachal Pradesh. 

These construction activities were carried out in the presence of PLA soldiers. 

Indian Army sources confirm that these activities are taking place on the Chinese 

side of the LAC. Despite India’s sustained objection, Beijing ‘has continued 

building infrastructure projects close to the Indian border’. The massive 

establishment of new settlements next to Arunachal Pradesh needs to be seen within 

the context of an overall improvement in roads and railway connectivity across all 

border areas shared with India. It is crucial to emphasize that both the new borders 

law and the unilateral renaming of places in Arunachal Pradesh ‘coincided with 

stepped up plans by China to bolster its control along disputed areas, including by 

constructing “frontier” villages and civilian settlements.’ 

 

Chinese rhetoric claiming an interest in resolving outstanding border issues is 

hardly reflected in any actual dialogue between Beijing and New Delhi, especially 
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not as concerns the “notion of mutuality”. In July, during the 16th and most recent 

round of bilateral talks between top commanders, both sides reached an agreement 

on disengagement at the Patrolling Point (PP) 15 at Gogra-Hot Springs in Eastern 

Ladakh. Numerous Indian and Chinese voices described these talks as a ‘positive 

development’. However, other analysts doubt that the outcome of the latest borders 

talks will lead to an ‘normalisation’ in India-China relations, particularly as regards 

a sustainable process in solving outstanding territorial disputes. Several reasons are 

put forward to substantiate such doubts: 

 

China immediately ‘reiterated its stand that it would not accept India’s demand to 

restore the status quo prior to China’s transgressions, saying “the status quo of April 

2020, the time when the border clashes took place, … was created by India’s illegal 

crossing of the Line of Actual Control [LAC]”.’  

The agreement over the disengagement of both countries’ armed forces on the PP 

15 relates to the ‘smallest Chinese encroachment’ into Indian territory. It is reported 

that Beijing refuses to even negotiate over remaining (larger) friction areas in both 

Demchok and Depsang, places in which China’s largest and deepest transgressions 

into traditional Indian patrolling areas took place. As such, Brahma Chellaney states 

that ‘the return of peace and tranquillity in the border region “still looks distant”’. 

The above-mentioned agreement will lead to the establishment of a ‘buffer-zone’, 

meaning the establishment of a no-patrolling zone. This means in fact the actual 

loss of control over territory by Indian armed forces. In other words, China was able 

to achieve the ‘formalizing’ of a ‘changed status quo’.   

 

To sum up, the large-scale build-up of infrastructure, massing of troops, and 

creation of new settlements at the Chinese side of the LAC adds to the grim 

perspective regarding future developments in the eastern Himalayas. China’s new 

land borders law providing its armed forces an “internal carte blanche” for the use 

of violence against the country’s neighbours will make a peaceful solution of 

conflicts over disputed territories with Beijing hardly possible – if at all. 
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