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and other professional green petitioners. Therefore, the project remained in limbo for a 
decade.  
Even the new Indian government, which came to power in May 2014, could not speed 
up the wildlife clearance process in the next few years, due to existing internal 
blockades.26 The extent of negligence, lack of responsibility and accountability in the New 
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Indian troops became aware of the Chinese intention to build a black top road to Jampheri 
Ridge through their interactions with the RBA troops and informed their chain of 
command.  
While the Indian troops were observing these developments, the PLA troops brought over 
their plant machinery and equipment to build the road to Jampheri Ridge on 16 June near 
Doka La. This sparked a verbal confrontation between Indian and Chinese troops and led 
to reinforcements on both sides. By 18 June, both sides had formed human chains in front 
of each other and thus, the standoff began at Doklam. Local attempts at Major General 
Level, to defuse the crisis, failed on 25 June. On 26 June, information on the standoff 
appeared in the Chinese press and became an international concern.36 The crisis continued 
up to 28 August, when both sides reached an agreement and decided to withdraw troops 
from their positions. In addition, China agreed to stop construction of roads towards 
Jampheri Ridge. 





Lessons 

Regional Outlook   6  

and the importance of the Siliguri Corridor. The Indian Army’s 33rd Corps is based in Sukna 
near Siliguri and contains three mountain divisions with nearly 60 thousand troops in the 
vicinity.45 Two air bases in Hashimara and Bagdogra are co- tasked to 33rd Corps’ area of 
responsibility. The Doklam Standoff point is served by a company of 120-150 soldiers 
while a battalion remains in reserve about two hours away. India also has major 
deployments in the North Sikkim and technically, an access to Chumbi Valley through the 
east in Bhutan.46 Therefore, military deployment wise, India has maintained a heavy 
footprint in the sector. The force dominance played a crucial role, in India’s resolve to 
stand its ground. 
 
In comparison, the PLA deployments in the Chumbi Valley zone have remained light in the 
front, composed prominently of border guards, but heavy in the back.47 The PLA unit 
77656 has remained deployed in this sector and even received rewards from Xi in 
2016.48 During the standoff, the PLA sent reinforcements however they never became 



Lessons 
 

7  Regional Outlook 

territorial integrity of a small state. However, most members chose an equivocal stand, 
relatively ignoring Bhutan and converting the crisis into a bilateral one between India and 
China.58  
When an aggressor and his victim are put in the same box and treated equally, the 
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4. Road to Wuhan 
 

 
 
By the early months of 2018, the bilateral relations between India and China remained 
uncomfortable. Indian festival season during November- December 2017 had already 
witnessed frequent boycott calls of Chinese goods, especially fire  
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However, Indian predicament of deteriorating bilateral relationship, along with a massive 
inventory of Russian origin military materiel, prevented a public showdown with Russia. 
India could not let Russia go whole hog into the Chinese camp and supply advanced 
weapons to Pakistan, which might have critically endangered Indian security. Moreover, 
India would feel extremely uncomfortable with a Russia-China-Pakistan axis because its 
economy and security will be adversely affected.    
  

United States 

After two complicated relationships with Russia and China, India hoped to avail a stronger 
support of at least one great power. However, nearly two decades of blossoming India-
US partnership entered a complicated period in 2017-18. The indications of an impending 
turmoil had become apparent when President Donald Trump entered the White House in 
2017. Subsequently, a high level of attrition in his administration made it difficult for India 
to engage with a credible US Official. In one year of Trump administration, American 
relationship with South Korea, Japan, Germany, France and most of his allies began to sour. 
His capricious, mercantilist foreign policy and excessive focus on bilateral trade deficit 
made India aware that it will be one of the target countries in the near future. The trade 
disputes over medical devices, dairy products, data localisation, military technology and 
e-commerce regulations soon made the bilateral relations complex.  
 
In February 2017, India capped prices of stents, used in coronary angioplasty, under its 
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Further, Indian multinational companies, especially those in pharma sector, remain 
sceptical.102 Indian medicines are exported globally but China prevents their entry into its 
domestic market through multiple tariff and non-tariff barriers, even though these 
medicines remain popular on the street.103 This author has observed Chinese scholars 
filling up their suitcases with medicines on their India visits. However, in China, a 
pharmaceutical product has to undergo multiple license requirements and additional 
certification measures. Even if the drug is already certified globally, compulsory quarantine 
and drug clearance procedures take anywhere from two to five years.104  
 
Even after the clearance, it takes another few years to commercialise these product, due 
to China’s additional non-tariff barriers. The issue has been raised at multiple fora and the 
India- China Joint Economic Group has identified pharmaceuticals as a crucial item to 
reduce the trade deficit.105 The Wuhan Summit had raised hopes of their access to the 
huge Chinese market. Nevertheless, the Indian companies’ entry remains at a conceptual 
stage, with only few bigger companies struggling to gain access this year.106   
  
In comparison, India has become heavily dependent upon Chinese manufactured products 
in telecom, power, electronics and capital goods sector.107 Out of nearly US$76.3 billion 
Indian imports from China in 2018, only five percent accounts for cheap consumer goods 
while the rest caters to major industries. A majority of Indian mobile phones are either 
made in China or imported in kits for assembly in India. Chinese apps dominate the Indian 
rural sector, through numerous apps such as Tik Tok, Share it and UC Browser. Chinese 
television sets, fridges, air- purifiers and other household goods have major presence in 
India. Even India’s stellar performance in the pharma sector is dependent upon nearly US$ 
2.5 billion of annual active pharma ingredients (API) imports from China.  
 
Moreover, China’s near- dumping level export prices have worsened the competition for 
local industry in India, even leading to de- industrialisation in some pockets.108 There are 
further concerns that during the ongoing US- China trade war, China may create a glut of 
its products in the Indian market on cheap prices, to get some respite. China may even 
dump its goods in traditional Indian markets in Asia, Africa and beyond, which may severely 
affect Indian exports. Moreover, Indian scale of production is not adequate to replace 
Chinese exports in the US market. Indian machinery export to the US in 2018 was merely 
US$ 3.3 billion while Chinese combined export of electrical and other machinery reached 
to US$ 269 billion.109 Therefore, Indian capability to benefit from the trade war remains 
limited. 
 
Furthermore, China does not behave as a market economy and often applies the 
combined power of its economic leverage to impose its politico- security policy. Chinese 
boycott of South Korean, Japanese and Australian goods and services during disputes 
remains a troubling concern. In this drive, China deploys its state owned enterprises and 
the private industry, including Huawei, Alibaba together. If used in the Indian case, China 
retains the leverage to bring pain to local industry if it decides to control API, vaccine, rare 
earth materials, capital goods and other item exports. Therefore, yesteryear’s lofty goals 
of Indian diplomats, who sought to create Chinese stakes in the Indian economy for 
shaping its political-diplomatic behaviour, have fallen flat. China has, in reality, doubled its 
capacity to bring pain to India in security and economic domains.   
 

Military Relations 

In the military domain, the normalcy on the border has somewhat returned. Bilateral 
exchanges between both militaries have resumed. Both conducted their seventh Hand-
in-Hand bilateral military exercise in December 2018 in Chengdu.110 This counter-
terrorism joint exercise, launched in 2007, has improved mutual understanding among 
both militaries.111 In addition, for the first time in 2018, a Chinese military officer joined 
the Higher Defence Management Course in the Indian College of Defence Management 
in Secunderabad.112 
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Nonetheless, both China and India have been enhancing their military infrastructure on 
their respective side of borders.113 China intends to build three airports in Lhoka, Shigatse 
and Ngari, bordering India, Bhutan and Nepal, in addition to all the airports built around the 
LAC.114 These airports along with an additional runway in Lhasa, also known as 3+1 
projects, will begin in 2019 and be completed by 2021. Although, these airports are being 
built to cater to the civilian sector, their proximity to the LAC, low population density in 
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BRI and Regional Integration Forums 

India has remained opposed to the Belt and Road Forum, even though it has the second 
largest share in the Asian Infrastructure Investment Bank (AIIB) and the New 
Development Bank (NDB) bank, based in China.122 Indian opposition is based on China-
Pakistan Economic Corridor (CPEC)’s violation of Indian territorial integrity in the Pakistan-
ruled Kashmir. India also opposes lack of consultation on project allotments under the BRI 
plan. Chinese companies’ excessive domination over BRI projects, coupled with opacity in 
BRI loans from Chinese banks, has further hindered Indian enthusiasm. India had, therefore, 
formally opposed BRI with a written statement before its inaugural summit.  
 
Lately, Indian apprehension has gathered momentum after a Sri Lankan loan default 
helped China to acquire its Hambantota Port for 99 years. Encouraged with Indian 
opposition, even BRI supporting countries have questioned the initiative and its mega 
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Conclusion 
 

 
 
 
The Doklam Standoff emerged as a jolt to India and became harmful for its pro- China 
policy makers and experts. For a long time, India’s pro- China lobby fumbled for a credible 
explanation on this Chinese move, especially against a small and peaceful Bhutan. The 
hawks gained the upper hand and have since, considerably influenced the Indian policy 
making. However, the change in global political situation and lack of reliable support from 
its ‘strategic partners’ led India to reconsider its position vis-a- vis China. China, too, faced 
economic headwinds due to the US tariff hike and general deterioration in its external 
security environment. Among all these setbacks, it was a judicious course for both 
countries to meet in Wuhan and seek a reset. The follow- on summit is expected to be 
held in India this year.  
 
Nevertheless, fundamental complications in their bilateral relationship squander every 
political understanding in a few months. China and India both have two different political 
systems which are based upon completely different political philosophies. China, 
predictably, considers an economically developed and militarily strong, democratic India, 
not only a threat to its national security but also an existential political challenge. Indian 
democracy’s success sharpens Chinese people’s awareness of their plight in a totalitarian 
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