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COMMENT 244 - How secure is Nepal’s northern 
border? 

 

 

 

 

 

As discussed in earlier SADF publications, China faces repeated accusations of 

trying to seize strategically important territory from its Himalayan neighbours – 

namely Bhutan and India. According to a BBC report from February this year, it 

appears that Nepal finds itself in a similar situation. More concretely, a ‘Nepalese 

government report’ leaked to the British International Broadcaster [BBC] ‘accuses 

China of encroaching into Nepal along the border shared by these two countries'’1. 

In the “official document”2, it is stated that Beijing started efforts ‘to construct a 

canal and a road’ as well as a fence around a border pillar in the country’s far 

western Humla district. Beijing was also accused of ‘carrying out surveillance 

activities in the Lalungjong border area, which is on Nepal’s side of its border with 

China’. The latter not only ‘had been limiting grazing by Nepalese farmers’, but 

also ‘restricted Hindu and Buddhist pilgrimages’ in the border region.3 According 

to former Nepalese diplomat Vijay Kant Karna ‘… they [China] want to disconnect 

relations across the border.’ 

 
1 The common border runs for nearly 1,400km through a remote, mountainous ‘hard to-reach-area’ 

demarcated by a chain of pillars, each seven kilometres apart from each other. 
2 The report was commissioned by Nepal’s Ministry of Home Affairs in September 2021. The 

document comprised the findings of a team dispatched to the country’s north to study border dispute 

issues with China. This can be described as an “official reaction” by authorities after claims of 

Chinese encroachments into Nepal were brought forward by oppositional lawmaker Jeevan Bahadur 

Shahi, then a member of the Karnali Provincial Assembly. Mr. Shahi had carried out his own 

investigation into the matter and had accused China of encroaching into Nepalese territory. In his 

report, Mr. Shahi stated ‘that boundary pillars numbering 9, 10, 11, 12, 5 (1), 6 (1), 7 (1) and 8 (1) 

were damaged and pillar No. 12 was replaced with a new one. With the installation of pillar No. 12 

inside the Nepali territory, a large chunk of Nepali land has slipped into the Chinese territory.’ 
3 Historically, there was some ‘unofficial cross-border traffic’, including pilgrims and traders; 

however, Beijing gradually started to restrict such movement. Economically, this has a severe impact 

for local peoples since many livelihoods depend on ‘continued access’ to nearby Chinese markets. 
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This is not the first time we witness reports of Chinese landgrabs of and 

interferences into Nepalese territory. In 2009, troops of the People’s Liberation 

Army (PLA) ‘crossed over into [an] undefended district and constructed a 

veterinary centre for livestock’. In 2017, according to the Himalayan Times, a 

survey document was issued by the Ministry of Agriculture which ‘shows that 

China had encroached 36 hectares of Nepal’s territory at 10 places along the 

northern border’. The same report claimed that in 2016 China constructed several 

buildings inside Nepal. In 2020, an investigation by the British newspaper 

Telegraph ‘found China had allegedly annexed 150 hectares of Nepalese land from 

five districts, including Humla.’ Moreover, the newspaper stated that the PLA 

removed border pillars (demarcations) and then ‘built alleged military bases inside 

the former Nepalese territory’. The observation was further substantiated by 

Chakka Bahadur Lama, a Member of Parliament from Humla, who expressed his 

concerns that ‘pillar number 11 went missing’. 

 

China rejects all such reports of encroachments into Nepalese territories as ‘smear 

campaigns’ based on ‘completely unfounded rumours’.4 Nepal’s Foreign Ministry 

also rejected claims of Chinese intrusions into the country’s territory: ‘It is not true 

that China has encroached our land and had constructed buildings there.’ However, 

Nepalese officials did not elaborate any further – obviously they prefer to maintain 

some kind of “diplomatic silence” on the issue. It’s crucial to highlight that this 

“silence” was kept by various consecutive administrations, not only under the 

leadership of a Chinese-friendly communist party in Nepal but also under the 

guidance of the Nepali Congress (such as the current one, which is led by Prime 

Minister Sher Bahadur Deuba). This “diplomatic silence” is unfortunate for several 

reasons. Both Kathmandu’s foreign policy and public diplomacy in territorial issues 

are most ambivalent. For instance, there is an obvious contrast in tone and intensity 

when it comes to discuss border issues with Beijing and New Delhi. Indeed, 

tensions over border-related matters with China are largely side-lined by the 

Nepalese government (and media) – whereas issues with India are widely discussed 

 
4 In this context, the Global Times, a mouthpiece for the Chinese Communist Party (CCP), disputed 

accusations of Chinese encroachments into Nepalese territory by stressing that such claims were 

‘repeatedly refuted by the Nepali Ministry of Agriculture, Ministry of Foreign Affairs and Chinese 

Foreign Ministry’ and that ‘the report cannot represent the official position of Nepal’. 
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or even prioritized. Furthermore there is an obvious mismatch between statements 

by the political opposition (and representatives of the affected frontier regions, 

some of which conducted their own research on Chinese encroachments) and 

official proclamations by Kathmandu. Hence we witness complains by the 

opposition that the (current) government’s Common Minimum Programme (CPM, 

unveiled on 8 August 2021) includes border issues with India but not with China.   

 

By refuting the concerns of various oppositions and local residents, Nepalese 

governments contribute to the country’s record of side-lining the Parliament in 

matters of national importance. No evidence is presented to convince the Nepalese 

people that the country’s northern border is secure. This not only weakens 

parliamentary processes and hampers the freedom of expression (particularly 

through the suppression of criticisms regarding China5) but offers Beijing an 

(additional) loophole to keep expanding its expansionist designs in the Himalayas. 

Indeed, Beijing tries to counter claims regarding its violations of Nepalese 

territorial integrity by promoting the false narrative that Nepal has no territorial 

issues with China, only with India. 

 

Irrespective of future debates regarding alleged Chinese land grabs and 

encroachments into Nepalese territory, it becomes clear that Beijing’s immediate 

strategic goal is to achieve “de facto oversight” of crucial Himalayan peaks and 

mountain passes and thus enhance its control over the border. It is essential to stress 

that although the remoteness of any Himalayan border areas and their inhospitable 

terrains both challenge verification, statements in the above-mentioned report ‘fit 

into a broader pattern of alleged Chinese encroachment on territory in neighboring 

Bhutan and India’. Consequently, Beijing’s boundary activities are a severe threat 

for Nepal’s northern border – not only because of negative ramifications for the 

country’s cultural and religious traditions, but also because of impacts to the local 

economy. Beijing’s activities in the frontier area with Nepal are part of a strategy 

to gain military superiority in the Himalayan region and support China’s larger 

expansionist designs. 

 
5 In September 2020, Nepalese people gathered in front of the Chinese embassy in Kathmandu to 

protest against China’s alleged encroachment of land in Humla – ‘[l]ater, police interfered in the 

protest and dispersed them’.  

https://kathmandupost.com/national/2021/08/12/border-dispute-issue-with-china-raised-at-congress-senior-leaders-meeting
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Kathmandu needs to understand that there is a clear and urgent need to document 

comprehensively and communicate unequivocally – in both domestic and 

international spheres – Chinese encroachments into its territory and other violations 

of its northern boundary. Furthermore, Nepal needs to collaborate with its South 

Asian neighbours, namely Bhutan and India, in finding a common approach to 

challenge Chinese expansionism. This is even more urgent as Chinese President Xi 

Jinping was able to coronate himself for a new, unprecedented third term as ruler 

of the Communist Party of China – surrounded by "absolute rubber stamps". If 

Beijing remains unchallenged, Nepal and other countries will have to deal with an 

even more aggressive China in territorial and other bilateral disputes.  
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