‘ CARNEGIE

INDIA

Negotiating the India-China
Standoff: 2020-2024

Saheb Singh Chadha






Negotiating the India-China
Standoff: 2020-2024

Saheb Singh Chadha



© 2024 Carnegie Endowment for International Peace. All rights reserved.

Carnegie does not take institutional positions on public policy issues; the views represented herein are
those of the author(s) and do not necessarily reflect the views of Carnegie, its staff, or its trustees.

No part of this publication may be reproduced or transmitted in any form or by any means without
permission in writing from Carnegie India or the Carnegie Endowment for International Peace.
Please direct inquiries to:

Carnegie Endowment for International Peace
Publications Department

1779 Massachusetts Avenue N'W
Washington, D.C. 20036

P: + 1202 483 7600

F: + 1202 483 1840
CarnegieEndowment.org

Carnegie India

Unit C-4, C-5, & C-6, Edenpark,
Shaheed Jeet Singh Marg

New Delhi — 110016, India

P: +011 4008687
Carnegielndia.org

This publication can be downloaded at no cost at Carnegielndia.org



Contents
Summary 1
Introduction 3

Part I: Channels of Negotiation, Methodology,

and Literature Review 4
Part II: Detailing the Standoff 7
Part lll: Takeaways and Policy Prescriptions 35
Conclusion 41
About the Author 43
Notes 45

Carnegie India 67






The analyses presented in this paper are based on developments up to December 3, 2024.

Summary

»1

In February 2024, India’s defense secretary, Giridhar Aramane, termed China a “bully.
The defense secretary may not have been speaking in an official capacity and articulating
the view of the Government of India. Nevertheless, the remark was significant as it was on
the record and by an Indian policymaker at the strategic level of decisionmaking. While
unusual, it reflects the reality of India-China ties over the past four years. Both sides have
been engaged in a standoff at their border in eastern Ladakh since April-May 2020. Over
100,000 troops remain deployed on both sides, and rebuilding political trust will take time.?

This paper argues that it is possible to divide the past four years of the standoff into three
phases based on the negotiating positions of both sides. Between April and September 2020,
both sides sought to manage the crisis, reduce tensions, and avoid a fatal clash akin to the
Galwan incident. Between September 2020 and September 2022, both sides negotiated
disengagement in four friction points in eastern Ladakh. Between September 2022 and July
2024, the gaps in their positions were visible. China signaled its unwillingness to disengage
in Depsang and Demchok, preferring to treat them as legacy issues and wanting both sides
to “turn over a new leaf” for the border situation.’ It wanted the broader bilateral relation-
ship to expand. India stood by its demand for complete disengagement and de-escalation of
troops, and restoration of patrolling rights in Depsang and Demchok before broader bilateral
exchanges could deepen. The two sides have attempted to find consensus since July 2024
and, as a result, the situation underwent a change from October to December 2024. Both
sides came to an agreement on patrolling in Depsang and Demchok in October, followed
by an announcement by India’s external affairs minister (EAM) S. Jaishankar in December,
that disengagement had been “achieved in full,” and broader bilateral exchanges were

being discussed.*



This analysis is based on four types of sources. The first type includes official statements
resulting from the conversations held between India and China since June 2020 to resolve
the standoff. These conversations are held through three channels—the Senior Highest
Military Commander Level (SHMCL) talks, the Working Mechanism for Consultation
and Coordination on India-China Border Affairs (WMCC) at the diplomatic level, and
the meetings at the politico-strategic level between heads of state, foreign ministers, de-
fense ministers, national security advisors, and special representatives on the India-China
boundary question. The second category entails other official statements by representatives
of governments of both countries. The third type includes interviews with stakeholders in
the Government of India who have been involved in negotiations and decisionmaking on
the standoff or have knowledge of India-China military dynamics along the border, and
the fourth category is media reports. This paper corroborates these sources to develop an
understanding of the past and present positions of both countries on the standoff and the
dialogue that has taken place between India and China over the past four years. The utility
of this analysis can be attributed to the paucity of information from official statements on
both sides, particularly the Chinese side.

The analysis sheds light on periods of progress within a broader four-year low in the re-
lationship and the factors facilitating that progress. It reveals the role of meetings at the
politico-strategic level in facilitating progress in negotiations and investigates why China has
sought to coerce India at their land border. It concludes that one of the primary reasons is
that China sees India’s infrastructure build-up on its border as part of a plan by the United
States to contain China in Asia. In lieu of the agreement on patrolling reached on October
21, 2024, and the bilateral meeting between Prime Minister Narendra Modi and President
Xi Jinping thereafter, the paper recommends continued dialogue between India and China
at the politico-strategic level. This increases the possibility of both sides resolving the stand-
off and provides an opportunity to bridge the trust deficit between the two countries.
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Introduction

In April 2020, a standoff commenced between India and China when the latter diverted its
troops from an exercise in Tibet to near the border with India.’ These troops then proceeded
to move toward the Line of Actual Control (LAC) in eastern Ladakh and also “sought to
change the status quo” in several locations.® The Indian side maintained that these actions by
China were “in complete disregard of all mutually agreed norms,” and reciprocated with the
induction of forces to the border in eastern Ladakh.” The crisis reached a tipping point when
troops clashed in the Galwan Valley on the night of June 15, leading to the first fatalities on
the India-China border since 1975. India’s EAM, S. Jaishankar, stated at the time that the

“unprecedented development will have a serious impact on the bilateral relationship.”®

The past four years have been characterized by tensions between the two nuclear-armed
neighbors and the substantial augmentation of troops and equipment on their shared border.
The period has also seen clashes that carry the risk of escalation, such as in Galwan in June
2020 and Yangtse in December 2022.7 This paper argues that it is possible to divide the past
four years of the standoff into three phases based on the negotiating positions of both sides.
Between April and September 2020, both sides sought to manage the crisis, reduce tensions,
and avoid a clash akin to the Galwan incident. Between September 2020 and September
2022, both sides negotiated disengagement in four friction points in eastern Ladakh. These
were Patrol Point (PP)-15, PP-17, and PP-17A in the Gogra-Hot Springs area, and the north-
ern and southern banks of Pangong Tso.!” After September 2022, the gaps in the two sides’
positions widened. China signaled unwillingness to disengage in the two remaining friction
points—Depsang and Demchok. It wanted both sides to move past the border standoff and
for the broader bilateral relationship to continue unencumbered. India doubled down on

its demand for complete disengagement and de-escalation of troops before broader bilateral
exchanges could deepen. In October 2024, both sides came to an agreement on patrolling
in Depsang and Demchok." In December 2024, it was announced that disengagement had
been “achieved in full,” and broader bilateral exchanges were being discussed.'



This paper proceeds in three parts.

Part I introduces the channels of negotiation between the two sides on the standoff, the
methodology for the paper, and the existing literature on the standoff.

Part II studies the positions of both sides on the standoff in three phases:
e Phase 1: April 2020—September 2020

e Phase 2: September 2020—September 2022

*  Phase 3: September 2022—December 2024

Part I1I presents the takeaways that have emerged from the analysis, investigates why China
has sought to coerce India at their shared border, and provides policy prescriptions.

Part I: Channels of Negotiation,
Methodology, and Literature Review

Channels of Negotiation Between India and China

Since June 2020, India and China have negotiated on the standoff primarily through three
channels. Their hierarchy is explained first, followed by a description of each mechanism.

The first channel is the meetings at the politico-strategic level between the heads of states,
external affairs ministers, defense ministers, and national security advisors. Second is the
Working Mechanism for Consultation and Coordination on India-China Border Affairs
(WMCC), which is a working group of diplomatic and military experts on both sides.
Third is the Senior Highest Military Commander Level (SHMCL) talks at the military
level. A stakeholder at the strategic level of decisionmaking further explained the hierarchy
and roles of each mechanism to the author."” The politico-strategic level meetings set out
the framework; the WMCC meetings detail the steps to be taken; and the military com-
manders discuss and implement these steps on the ground. EAM Jaishankar referenced
these mechanisms as channels of negotiation with China: “I think the main mechanisms,
we have a mechanism called WMCC, and we have a mechanism called Senior High Level
Commander’s Meeting. One, you know, one is a kind of military-led with MEA in it, the
other is MEA-led with military in it. These mechanisms continue to do the work,” and
“obviously you have to have a leadership level by it.”"* India’s Ministry of External Affairs
(MEA) too notes that “since June 2020, the two sides have engaged in discussions through
WMCC and Senior Commander’s Meeting (SCM) for disengagement in the border areas
along the LAC in Eastern Ladakh.”®
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Meetings at the politico-strategic level include interactions between representatives such

as the two sides” foreign ministers. With the exception of the bilateral working visit of
China’s foreign minister, Wang Yi, to New Delhi in March 2022, interactions at this level
have taken place primarily on the sidelines of multilateral summits or through telephonic
conversations. Fourteen interactions have taken place between EAM Jaishankar and
China’s foreign ministers Wang Yi (2013-22, 2023—present) and Qin Gang (2022-23).
Three interactions have taken place between India’s defense minister, Rajnath Singh, and
China’s ministers of national defense Dong Jun (2023-present), Wei Fenghe (2018-23) and
Li Shangfu (2023). Four interactions have taken place between National Security Advisor
(NSA) Ajit Doval and his Chinese counterpart, Wang Yi, with one interaction in their role
as Special Representatives on the India-China boundary question. The state leaders, Prime
Minister Narendra Modi and President Xi Jinping, have had three interactions—at the G20
Summit in November 2022, at the BRICS summit in August 2023, and a bilateral meeting
on the margins of the BRICS summit in October 2024.1¢

The WMCC predates the 2020 standoff, having been established in 2012 through the
India-China Agreement on the Establishment of a Working Mechanism for Consultation
and Coordination on India-China Border Affairs."” It is mandated to “deal with important
border affairs related to maintaining peace and tranquility in the India-China border areas”
and “will address issues and situations that may arise in the border areas that affect the
maintenance of peace and tranquillity.” The Indian side is headed by the joint secretary

in the East Asia division of the MEA and the Chinese side by the director-general of the
Department of Boundary and Ocean Affairs under the Ministry of Foreign Affairs (MFA).
The WMCC has met thirty-one times till date. Fourteen of these meetings had taken place
before the 2020 standoff, with the last one held before the 2020 standoff in July 2019."
Seventeen meetings have taken place since the standoff began, with the first one after the
standoff began (the fifteenth overall) taking place on June 24, 2020.” The WMCC last
met on August 29, 2024.%° Due to the COVID-19 pandemic, the fifteenth to twenty-fifth
meetings took place virtually.

The SHMCIL talks, better known as the corps commander talks, are held between the two
sides’ senior highest military commanders (SHMCs) who are responsible for eastern Ladakh.
On the Indian side, the talks are led by the general officer commanding-corps of the Indian
Army’s XIV Corps based at Leh, in the union territory of Ladakh.? On the Chinese side,
they are led by the commander of the South Xinjiang Military District, part of the People’s
Liberation Army’s Western Theater Command.? Prior to the standoff, the senior highest
military commanders of both sides had not met, with meetings taking place at the brigade
commander— or division commander—level.** After the tensions in May 2020 were not able
to resolve through talks below the SHMCL, the Chinese side suggested that the senior high-
est military commanders meet, which was subsequently taken up.?* Thus, the first SHMCL
talks took place on June 6, 2020.” The meetings began with the purpose of managing
tensions, thereafter evolving to discuss the granularities around disengagement. According
to statements by the Government of India, twenty-one rounds of SHMCL talks have taken
place so far, with the most recent one on February 19, 2024.?° On the Indian side, each
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meeting of the corps commanders is preceded by a meeting of India’s China Study Group,
which lays out the minimum and maximum that the corps commander can negotiate.” The
corps commanders meet at the Border Personnel Meeting points in eastern Ladakh, either at
Chushul on the Indian side or Moldo on the Chinese side.

The public official statements resulting from these three channels of communication are
relevant, unique, and worthwhile of analysis for several reasons.” They are credible, primary
sources that are publicly accessible and available across the entire duration of the standoff.
They provide details of the conversations taking place between the two sides and the nego-
tiating positions they take.?” They are also relevant because both sides have at times released
separate statements from the same meeting, indicating differences. Overall, placing both
sides’ statements in comparison with each other reveals how their positions have evolved
over time and when they have differed with each other and on what issues. In the absence
of other primary sources, this analysis is especially important. What emerges is the story of
the back-and-forth dialogue that has taken place between India and China over the past four
and a half years regarding the border standoff and their broader bilateral relationship.

Methodology

For this paper, a mixed-methods approach was adopted with an analysis of textual sources,
corroborated by stakeholder interviews.

The textual sources from the Government of India include the official statements from

the three channels of negotiation as well as any separate statements from the Ministry of
External Affairs (MEA) and Ministry of Defence (MoD), along with any other public
statements by government representatives. On the Chinese government’s side, there are the
official statements from the three channels of negotiation, any separate statements by the
Ministry of Foreign Affairs (MFA), Ministry of National Defense (MND), or any other
public statements by government representatives. Where a conversation took place between
the two sides, the statements were placed side by side, with the following angles of inquiry.

* 'The positions that the two sides adopted on any substantive questions, such as those of
disengagement, de-escalation, peace and tranquility in the border areas, and broader
India-China relations.

*  'The similarities or differences in positions and considering whether both sides issued
a joint statement or separate statements, with joint statements indicating a degree of

consensus and separate statements indicating differences.

*  The tone and tenor of the statements, for example, the adjectives being used in the
statements to describe the conversations.
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*  The duration between two rounds of meetings, which reflect the momentum of negotia-
tions, or the lack of it.

* 'The interplay of all of the above factors.

Analyzing official statements using the aforementioned methods generated a set of pre-
liminary takeaways. These were then tested in meetings with relevant Indian stakeholders
who nuanced, complicated, reinforced, and pushed back on the analysis. The stakeholders
included senior, retired, or serving officials from the primary bodies in charge of policymak-
ing and negotiating the standoff. These included the Indian Army, MEA, MoD, and the
National Security Council Secretariat. Consultations with Chinese policymakers are beyond
the ambit of this research paper and were logistically infeasible. Thus, the understanding of
the Chinese position is brought out by corroborating Chinese statements with the views of
Indian policymakers on Chinese thinking, rather than those of Chinese policymakers.

Literature Review

Work on the 2020 India—China standoff is diverse. There are long- and short-form works
exploring different aspects of the standoff, such as China’s goals behind its actions in
April-May 2020, military dynamics and border infrastructure, policy options for both
countries, and comparisons between past and present standoffs.’® There are also works by
diplomat-scholars that touch upon the present standoff and Chinese behavior along the LAC
over the past decade.”

However, there is a gap in the literature in terms of works that explore the negotiating posi-
tions of both sides across the four years of the standoff.* Even fewer works compare official
statements across time and between the two countries. Analysis of Chinese statements and
sources is particularly rare.* It is worth mentioning that the standoff is a relatively recent
development, hence analyses have only recently begun to be published.

Part Il: Detailing the Standoff

Based on the negotiating positions both sides have adopted, it is possible to divide the
standoff into three chronological phases. A brief description of the three phases is placed
below, followed by a paraphrasing of India and China’s negotiating positions in the course of
the standoff. This is followed by details of each phase, describing both sides” positions in the
meetings across the three channels of negotiation. The details of each phase of the standoff
form the major part of this paper.
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* Phase 1, April 2020—-September 2020
This was characterized by both sides holding each other responsible for the border
tensions, managing eyeball-to-eyeball confrontation, and the fallout of the Galwan
incident.

e Phase 2, September 2020—September 2022
In this phase, both sides sought common ground, agreed to a degree on the way for-
ward, and negotiated disengagement in four friction points.

* Phase 3, September 2022-December 2024
Both sides adopted increasingly divergent and hardened postures on the standoff from
September 2022 until mid-2024 and disagreed on the way forward for the standoff and
the bilateral relationship. This situation changed between July and December 2024, with
both sides coming to an agreement in October on patrolling in Depsang and Demchok.
In December, it was announced that disengagement had been “achieved in full,” and
broader bilateral exchanges were being discussed.**

The government of India has maintained and communicated one basic position throughout
the standoff. It is that India desires disengagement in all friction points, followed by de-es-
calation.” The resumption of the broader bilateral relationship is dependent on peace and
tranquility being restored along the Line of Actual Control in the India-China border areas,
and efforts to this end.

However, the Chinese position is less understood, and it has evolved over the past four years.
This analysis holds particular relevance for explaining the Chinese position. From April to
September 2020, the Chinese position was to hold India responsible for the tensions and
put the onus of de-escalating tensions on India. It also asked India to delink the situation in
eastern Ladakh from the broader bilateral relationship. From September 2020 to September
2022, China signaled a willingness to partially disengage but still disagreed by and large
that the border situation should affect overall India-China relations. Between September
2022 and June 2024, China signaled its unwillingness to disengage in the remaining friction
points —Depsang and Demchok. It treated them as legacy issues predating the 2020
standoff and preferred to discuss these as part of a regular border management framework.
Preferring to assert that the standoff is over, China stated that it would like to resume and
deepen bilateral exchanges. Between July and October 2024, China signaled its willingness
to work toward “new progress in consultations on border affairs.”*® This has resulted in an
agreement on patrolling, which was announced on October 21, 2024 and has led to the
completion of disengagement in December 2024.%
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Phase 1: Tensions, Crisis Management, and Beginning Negotiations
on Disengagement, April 2020-September 2020

This phase was characterized by both sides attempting to manage the crisis, especially in the
wake of the Galwan incident, and beginning negotiations to resolve the standoff. Briefly, the
Chinese position was to hold India responsible for the Galwan incident and the tensions in
eastern Ladakh, thereby putting the onus of reducing tensions on India. It also asked India
to place the border tensions in the context of the broader benefits and the “strategic picture”
of the India-China relationship and thus to moderate its position. Lastly, it did not agree

to India’s demand for complete disengagement, instead advocating de-escalation without
disengagement.’®

Of the three channels of negotiation, it was the SHMC:s that first met in the standoff on
June 6, 2020. India noted that the meeting “took place in a cordial and positive atmosphere”
and that “both sides agreed to peacefully resolve the situation in the border areas.” It also put
forth that both sides agreed to this approach “keeping in view the agreement between the
two leaders that peace and tranquility in the India-China border regions is essential for the
overall development of bilateral relations.”” China noted that “both sides agree to imple-
ment the important consensus of the two leaders, avoid escalation of differences into dis-
putes, work together to uphold peace and tranquility in the border area, and create favorable
(sic) atmosphere for the sound and stable development of bilateral relations.”™ The Chinese
statement also sounded a positive note: “Both sides have the willingness and capability to
properly resolve the related matters through negotiation and consultation.”

This atmosphere was vitiated after the Galwan incident on the night of June 15, 2020, that
left twenty soldiers dead on the Indian side, and at least four on the Chinese side.?' These
were the first fatalities on the border in four decades, and both sides held each other respon-
sible.? India noted that “the Chinese side departed from the consensus to respect the Line
of Actual Control (LAC) in the Galwan valley” and that the “violent face-off happened

as a result of an attempt by the Chinese side to unilaterally change the status quo there.™?
Further, the casualties “could have been avoided had the agreement at the higher level been
scrupulously followed by the Chinese side.” China likewise held India responsible. MFA
spokesperson Zhao Lijian stated that “the Indian troops seriously departed from such con-
sensus, crossed the LAC for illegal activities, and provoked and attacked Chinese personnel,
which caused violent physical clashes between the two sides that led to casualties. . . . The
right and wrong of this matter is very clear. It happened on the Chinese side of the LAC.

The onus is not on China.™*

Both sides attempted to manage the crisis in a series of meetings in the two weeks after the
Galwan incident. EAM S. Jaishankar and State Councilor and Foreign Minister Wang Yi
spoke on the phone on June 17, 2020. Both sides again held the other responsible for the
incident, underscored the seriousness of the situation, and put the onus on each other to take
corrective action. EAM Jaishankar noted that China’s actions “reflected an intent to change
the facts on ground in violation of all our agreements to not change the status quo” and
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“underlined that this unprecedented development will have a serious impact on the bilateral
relationship.” He also stated that “the need of the hour was for the Chinese side to reassess
its actions and take corrective steps.” Foreign Minister Wang noted that “the Indian forces
crossed the Line of Actual Control again, made deliberate provocations and even violently
attacked the Chinese soldiers who went for negotiations. This subsequently led to fierce
physical clashes and resulted in casualties. The adventurism of the Indian army seriously
violated agreements on border issues between the two countries and severely violated basic
norms governing international relations. . . . We urge the Indian side to . . . ensure such

incidents will not occur again.™®

Foreign ministers Jaishankar and Wang also defined the path forward for negotiations.
EAM Jaishankar noted that “both sides would implement the disengagement understanding
of 6 June sincerely. Neither side would take any action to escalate matters and instead,
ensure peace and tranquility as per bilateral agreements and protocols.”” The Chinese
statement too put forth that “the two sides agreed to fairly address the serious situation
caused by the conflict in the Galwan Valley, jointly observe the consensus reached at the
commander-level meeting between the two sides, cool down the situation on the ground as
soon as possible, and maintain peace and tranquility in the border area in accordance with
the agreements already reached between the two countries.™®

On June 20, 2020, MEA spokesperson Anurag Srivastava detailed India’s position on the
Galwan incident and the broader tensions in eastern Ladakh.” On China’s claim that the
Galwan Valley was located on the Chinese side of the LAC, he noted that the position was
“historically clear,” and “attempts by the Chinese side to now advance exaggerated and
untenable claims with regard to Line of Actual Control (LAC) there are not acceptable.
They are not in accordance with China’s own position in the past.” He then held China
responsible for “hindering India’s normal, traditional patrolling pattern in this area” since
early May 2020. He noted that in mid-May, the Chinese side “attempted to transgress the
LAC in other areas of the Western Sector of the India-China border areas,” which were
“met with an appropriate response.” Thereafter, “the two sides were engaged in discussions
through established diplomatic and military channels to address the situation arising out
of Chinese activities on the LAC,” and the “Senior Commanders met on 6 June 2020 and
agreed on a process for de-escalation and disengagement along the LAC that involved
reciprocal actions.” He then reiterated India’s position that the Chinese side “departed from
these understandings . . . sought to erect structures just across the LAC . . . [and] when
this attempt was foiled, Chinese troops took violent actions on 15 June 2020 that directly
resulted in casualties.” He then concluded with India’s expectation that the “Chinese side
will sincerely follow the understanding reached between the Foreign Ministers to ensure
peace and tranquility in the border areas, which is so essential for the overall development of
our bilateral relations.”
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A second SHMCL meeting was held on June 22, 2020, which, according to India, focused
on the “implementation of the understandings previously reached between the two sides

on 06 June 2020.”° China noted that both sides “on the basis of the first commander-level
talks, had an in-depth and candid exchange of views on outstanding issues in border man-

agement and control and agreed to take necessary measures to lower the temperature.”!

In the WMCC meeting of June 24, 2020, India recalled the conversation between the
foreign ministers and “reafhirmed that both sides should sincerely implement the under-
standing on disengagement and de-escalation” reached on June 6, 2020, and the “two
delegations agreed that implementation of this understanding, in accordance with the
bilateral agreements and protocols, would help ensure peace and tranquillity in border areas
and the development of broader relationship between the two countries.”* The Chinese side
too referenced the understandings reached by the foreign ministers as well as the SHMCL
meetings on June 6 and June 22.7°

The SHMCs met for their third round of talks on June 30, 2020. In a nutshell, both sides
noted that they were in contact at the diplomatic and military levels to disengage and de-es-
calate. There were traces of a positive framing to both sides’ remarks, with India noting that
“the discussions in the latest meeting of the Senior Commanders reflected the commitment
of both sides to reduce the tensions along the LAC.”* China stated that the two sides “made
progress in effective measures by frontline troops to disengage and deescalate the situation.
China welcomes that.”

The Special Representatives on the India-China boundary question had a telephone con-
versation on July 5, 2020, reviewing the situation in the border areas and detailing the path
forward that both sides desired.’® India’s statement noted that both sides took guidance from
the leader-level consensus that “maintenance of peace and tranquillity in the India-China
border areas was essential for the further development of our bilateral relations and that two
sides should not allow differences to become disputes.”” Thus, both sides agreed that “it was
necessary to ensure at the earliest complete disengagement of the troops along the LAC and
de-escalation from India-China border areas for full restoration of peace and tranquillity.”
Therefore, both sides “should continue their discussions . . . and implement the understand-
ings reached in a timely manner to achieve” these outcomes.

Foreign Minister Wang Yi, China’s Special Representative, noted that “both sides should
pay great attention to the current complex situation facing China-India bilateral relations.”®
Both sides “reached positive common understandings,” which were four-fold. First, “peace
and tranquility in the border areas matters significantly to the long-term development of
bilateral relationship,” but “the boundary question should be placed properly in the bilateral
relations, and that an escalation from differences to disputes should be avoided.” Second,
“both sides reiterated adherence” to their border agreements and “making joint efforts to
ease” the border situation. Third, both sides would “strengthen communication” through

the Special Representatives and WMCC mechanisms in order to forestall “more incidents
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that undermine peace and tranquility in the border areas.” Fourth, “both sides welcomed the
progress” in negotiations, agreed to stay in communication, and “stressed the importance to
promptly act on the consensus reached” at the SHMCL and “complete disengagement . . . as
soon as possible.”

The disengagement process continued in July, and both sides recognized this. The WMCC
met on July 10, 2020, and India noted that both sides reviewed the border situation “in-
cluding the progress made in ongoing disengagement process along the LAC in the Western
Sector.”? China too noted that “both sides fully recognized . . . the positive progress in re-
laxation of the current regional situation.”® The SHMCs met on July 14 as well. India noted
that they “reviewed the progress on implementation of the first phase of disengagement,”
and China also put forth that “the two sides achieved progress in further disengagement
between border troops as well as easing the situation at the western sector of the China-India
boundary.”" It was reported that disengagement was completed at PP-14 in the Galwan
Valley toward the end of July.®?

However, differences emerged on the extent of disengagement and the remaining steps to
peace and tranquility. The MFA noted, “As border troops have disengaged in most local-
ities, the situation on the ground is deescalating and the temperature is coming down.”
Responding to these assertions, the MEA stated, “There has been some progress made

towards this objective but the disengagement process has as yet not been completed.”*

The differences between both sides became apparent in August. The SHMCs met on August
2, 2020, yet there was no statement from either side. Reports noted that talks took place

for nearly eleven hours with “no meeting ground,” and the two sides did not agree to each
other’s proposals.®® Compared to India’s stand that peace and tranquility in the border areas
was necessary for the broader bilateral relationship, the MFA noted on August 4, 2020, that
the border issue must always be placed “in an appropriate position in bilateral relations.”® It
was reported on August 14 that the disengagement process appeared to have stalled due to
reluctance on the Chinese side.” In the WMCC meeting on August 20, India noted that
both sides “will continue to work towards complete disengagement” and that they were in
agreement that “restoration of peace and tranquillity in the border areas would be essential
for the overall development of bilateral relations.”® China’s statement did not mention these
points.”” By contrast, on August 27, China’s MND asked India to approach the border
situation “bearing in mind the big picture of bilateral ties and putting the border issue in an

appropriate position in this big picture.””

It was in the context of these differences, lack of disengagement, and signs that China
was again attempting to change the status quo that the Indian Army launched Operation

Snow Leopard at the end of August. This was an attempt to block the People’s Liberation

Army’s maneuvers, gain tactical advantage, and use it as leverage in the negotiations on the
standoff.”!
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Operation Snow Leopard and Meetings at the Politico-Strategic Level

Operation Snow Leopard, coordinated with messaging at the politico-strategic level, played a
key role in inducing progress in the negotiations. Approximately twenty days after it com-
menced, a shift in the Chinese position and attitude toward negotiations became perceptible.
The following section provides further details of the developments in these twenty days.

The first official information about the operation came on August 31, 2020, through a Press
Information Bureau release by the MoD.”? It stated that on the night of August 29, the

PLA “violated the previous consensus” and “carried out provocative military movements

to change the status quo.” As a consequence, “Indian troops pre-empted this PLA activity
on the Southern Bank of Pangong Tso,” and took actions to “thwart Chinese intentions to
unilaterally change facts on ground.” The MEA reiterated this on September 1 and shared
that even as ground commanders were in discussions to de-escalate tensions, “the Chinese
troops again engaged in provocative action” on August 31.”> Reflecting on the Chinese side’s
behavior along the LAC since April, the MEA noted that it had been “in clear violation of
the bilateral agreements and protocols concluded between the two countries to ensure peace
and tranquility on the border.” These actions were also in “complete disregard to the under-
standings reached” at the politico-strategic level between the foreign ministers and special
representatives.

The MFA took the position on September 1, 2020, that “Indian troops again illegally crossed
the LAC at the southern bank of the Pangong Tso Lake and near the Reqin Mountain,” and
that these “flagrant provocations again led to tensions.””* It noted that India had “severely
undermined China’s territorial sovereignty, breached bilateral agreements and important
consensus, and damaged peace and tranquility in the border areas.” It put the onus on

India to de-escalate tensions, asking India to “take concrete actions to ensure the peace and
tranquility of the border areas and the sound development of China-India relations.”

On September 3, 2020, the MEA noted that “now the way ahead is negotiations, both
through the diplomatic and military channels,” and “we therefore strongly urge the Chinese
side to sincerely engage the Indian side with the objective of expeditiously restoring the
peace and tranquility in the border areas through complete disengagement and de-escalation
in accordance with the bilateral agreements and protocols.””

In the context of these developments, India and China’s defense ministers met on September
4, 2020, on the sidelines of the Shanghai Cooperation Organization’s meeting of defense
ministers.”® Since the beginning of the standoff, this was the first in-person meeting at the
politico-strategic level between India and China and helped break the ice at the political
level.”” The meeting took place at the request of the Chinese side.”® The Indian side had
communicated to Russia that if a meeting was requested by the Chinese, India would not

be averse to it.”” The Indian objectives heading into this meeting were to establish in-person
political contact with the Chinese, as well as to understand China’s motivations for its
actions since April-May 2020.%° According to an Indian stakeholder, the Chinese objectives
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were to stabilize the situation in the aftermath of Operation Snow Leopard, remove India’s
incentives for further escalation, and also to gauge whether India had other options to this
end.®" In this meeting, both countries differed on the next steps to resolve tensions and
where to place the standoff in bilateral ties. According to the Indian statement, Chinese state
councilor and defense minister, Wei Fenghe, said that both sides should “focus on the over-
all situation of India-China relations and maintain peace and tranquillity in the India-China
border areas.” To this, Indian defense minister, Rajnath Singh, responded that both sides
should take guidance from the leaders’ consensus that “maintenance of peace and tranquility
in the India-China border areas was essential for the further development of our bilateral
relations.” Defense Minister Wei conveyed that the “Chinese side too desired to resolve

the issues peacefully,” to which Defence Minister Singh responded that “it was important
therefore that Chinese side should work with the Indian side for complete disengagement at
the earliest from all friction areas including Pangong Lake as well as de-escalation in border
areas.” China’s remarks noted that Defense Minister Wei suggested that both sides should

“set eyes on the big picture of China-India relations and regional peace and stability.”®

Six days later, on September 10, 2020, India’s and China’s foreign ministers met in Moscow
on the sidelines of the Shanghai Cooperation Organization’s meeting of foreign ministers.
This was arguably the most important interaction yet in the standoff. The meeting was
prepared by the capitals, in Delhi and Beijing.®® This meant that positions and possible
outcomes were discussed before the meeting by both sides—between the MEA and Chinese
representatives in New Delhi, and the MFA and Indian representatives in Beijing. The for-
eign ministers held two meetings in Moscow—the first with a larger delegation and a second
with closer aides.®* While both sides had their differences, they felt there was enough con-
sensus and semblance of a framework to address the standoff, which was worth codifying.®
Thus, the meetings resulted in a joint press statement as well as separate statements from
both sides. The joint statement was the first such arising out of any meeting on the standoff
held so far through the three channels of negotiation.®® This signaled that in this period of
crisis, both sides agreed on a common path forward for negotiations and for a path out of
the crisis. The statement noted that both sides had a “frank and constructive discussion on
the developments in the India-China border areas as well as on India-China relations.” The
five-point statement is placed below.

1. The two Ministers agreed that both sides should take guidance from the series of consensus
of the leaders on developing India-China relations, including not allowing differences to
become disputes.

2. The two Foreign Ministers agreed that the current situation in the border areas is not in
the interest of either side. They agreed therefore that the border troops of both sides should

continue their dialogue, quickly disengage, maintain proper distance and ease tensions.
3. The two Ministers agreed that both sides shall abide by all the existing agreements and

protocol on China-India boundary affairs, maintain peace and tranquillity in the border
areas and avoid any action that could escalate matters.
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4. The two sides also agreed to continue to have dialogue and communication through the
Special Representative mechanism on the India-China boundary question. They also agreed
in this context that the Working Mechanism for Consultation and Coordination on India-
China border affairs (WMCC), should also continue its meetings.

5. The Ministers agreed that as the situation eases, the two sides should expedite work to con-
clude new Confidence Building Measures to maintain and enhance peace and tranquillity in
the border areas.

While there was consensus, there were differences as well, thus both sides released separate
statements from this meeting, laying out their respective positions. EAM Jaishankar noted
that it was “clear that the maintenance of peace and tranquility on the border areas was
essential to the forward development of ties” and that “recent incidents in eastern Ladakh
“inevitably impacted the development of the bilateral relationship.”®” It was also highlighted
that “the massing of Chinese troops with equipment along the LAC . . . was not in accor-
dance with the 1993 and 1996 Agreements and created flash points.” Further, the “provoca-
tive behavior of Chinese frontline troops . . . showed disregard for bilateral agreements and
protocols.” The Indian side conveyed its expectation of “full adherence to all agreements on
management of border areas.” Finally, “the immediate task” was to ensure a “comprehensive
disengagement of troops in all the friction areas.”

On the other hand, Foreign Minister Wang noted that it was important to put differences
“in a proper context vis-a-vis bilateral relations.”®® In comparison to the Indian position
that the border situation would determine the development of the bilateral relationship, he
noted that in “difficult” situations, “it is all the more important to ensure the stability of the
overall relationship.” Difficulties could be overcome as long as both sides “keep moving the
relationship in the right direction.” He too noted that “frontier troops must quickly disen-
gage so that the situation may de-escalate.”

On September 15, 2020, Defence Minister Rajnath Singh addressed the Indian Lok Sabha
(House of the People) about the situation in eastern Ladakh, and it stands as the most de-
tailed articulation of the Indian position yet.*” He briefed the house about India’s boundary
dispute with China, the present standoff, and India’s approach to it. While noting that both
India and China had formally agreed that the boundary question is a “complex issue which
requires patience,” he stated that in the interim, the two sides have also agreed that “mainte-
nance of peace and tranquility in the border areas is an essential basis for the further devel-
opment of bilateral relations.” He further added that “the two sides have agreed to maintain
peace and tranquility along the LAC without prejudice to their respective positions on the
alignment of the LAC as well as on the boundary question,” and it is “on this basis, that our
overall relations also saw considerable progress since 1988.” He also said, “India’s position is
that while bilateral relations can continue to develop in parallel with discussions on resolving
the boundary question, any serious disturbance in peace and tranquility along the LAC in
the border areas is bound to have implications for the positive direction of our ties.”
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He held China responsible for the tensions in eastern Ladakh, the Galwan incident, and

its “provocative military manoeuvres on the night of 29th and 30th August in an attempt
to change the status quo in the South Bank area of Pangong Lake.” He noted that Chinese
actions “reflect a disregard” of the bilateral agreements between the two sides and that “this
year, the violent conduct of Chinese forces has been in complete violation of all mutually
agreed norms.” He also stated that the situation “this year is very different both in terms of
scale of troops involved and the number of friction points.”

He detailed the three key principles that determine India’s approach to the border situation.
First, “both sides should strictly respect and observe the LAC.” Second, “neither side should
attempt to alter the status quo unilaterally.” Third, “all agreements and understandings
between the two sides must be fully abided by in their entirety.”

Phase 1 of the standoff came to an end in September 2020, with a shift in the Chinese po-
sition becoming visible in the subsequent round of SHMCL talks on September 20. Indian
stakeholders have stated in public and private that Operation Snow Leopard “surprised”

the Chinese and “brought them back to the negotiating table.” The evidence supports

this assertion to a reasonable extent. On the question of whether it surprised the PLA,
Operation Snow Leopard was intended as a surprise operation, and the location and scale of
the deployment were without precedent as tanks had never been placed on Rezang La and
Rechin La previously.” Regarding the question of whether it induced concern, the MFA
stated after the operation that India had “severely undermined China’s territorial sovereignty,
breached bilateral agreements and important consensus, and damaged peace and tranquility
in the border areas.”®? At the defense ministers’ meeting on September 4, 2020, Wei Fenghe
told Rajnath Singh that both sides should “not undertake any provocative actions that might
escalate the situation.””?

The argument that the PLA found Operation Snow Leopard threatening is also supported
by the PLA’s response at a tactical level. Indian stakeholders have mentioned that the Indian
Army took up positions that overlooked the PLA’s Moldo garrison on the south bank of
Pangong Tso as well as access routes to it and, if needed, could threaten and interdict these.”
In the years since, the PLA has built a bridge across Pangong Tso, which serves as another
access point to the Moldo garrison and to the north bank of Pangong Tso.”” An Indian
stakeholder noted that this bridge was to circumvent the threat from another possible occu-
pation of the heights on the north and south banks of Pangong Tso by India in the future, as
it had done in Operation Snow Leopard.’®

On the question of whether the operation brought China to the negotiating table, the
Indian statement from the defense ministers’ meeting on September 4, 2020, notes that the
meeting was at the request of the Chinese side. Stakeholders at the operational and strategic
levels have also asserted that the Chinese were concerned and more willing to talk after

this operation.”” The first sign of consensus in the standoff was the joint press statement
from the meeting of the foreign ministers, which came about ten days after the operation.
Defence Minister Rajnath Singh’s statement announcing disengagement to the Lok Sabha
in February 2021 also supports the conclusion that Operation Snow Leopard helped move
forward the negotiations. He noted that because of it, India “maintained the edge.””®
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Phase 2: Disengagement in Four Friction Points, September 2020-
September 2022

This phase was characterized by India and China negotiating and disengaging in four loca-
tions—DPP-15, PP-17, and PP-17A in the Gogra-Hot Springs area, and on the northern and
southern banks of Pangong Tso. This was enabled by a tactical shift in China’s position. At
times, China agreed on the need for disengagement and de-escalation, the relevance of the
same for peace and tranquility in the border areas, and the necessity of peace and tranquility
for the development of broader bilateral relations. At other times, China disagreed on these
points. It also took the position that continuing talks on the boundary question would help
realize peace and tranquility in the border areas. Phase 2 tracks these positions and shifts
and attempts to explain some of them.

Following the foreign ministers’ meeting on September 10, 2020, the change in the Chinese
position—therefore consensus between India and China—was noticeable in the meetings
thereafter. The sixth round of SHMCL talks were held on September 21, 2020. Further
indicative of consensus was the fact that the SHMCL talks yielded a joint press release,
which was also highlighted by the MEA.” The release was also framed positively, with both
sides having “candid and in-depth” exchanges and agreeing to “earnestly implement” the
leader-level consensus. They also jointly agreed to “stop sending more troops to the frontline,
refrain from unilaterally changing the situation on the ground, and avoid taking any actions
that may complicate the situation.” The WMCC met on September 30, 2020, and, accord-
ing to India, both sides “attached importance to the meetings between the two Defence
Ministers and the two Foreign Ministers” and “positively evaluated the outcome of the 6™
Senior Commanders meeting on 21 September.””° China too noted that both sides “agreed
to earnestly implement the five-point consensuses reached by the foreign ministers” and

“affirmed the outcomes of the 6th round of Military Commander—level Talks.”'!

The aforementioned shift and resultant consensus became more evident in the meetings
between October and December 2020. Where the sixth round of SHMCL talks had both
sides exchanging views on “stabilizing the situation along the LAC,” the seventh round held
on October 12, 2020 was about a “sincere, in-depth and constructive exchange of views

on disengagement along the Line of Actual Control in the Western Sector of India-China
border areas.”** Again, a joint statement with “positive, constructive” framing that explicitly
mentioned that both sides agreed to “arrive at a mutually acceptable solution for disengage-
ment as early as possible” was released. The MEA again highlighted the joint statement and
noted that both sides had a better understanding of each other’s positions.'® The eighth
round of SHMCL talks held on November 6, 2020, also yielded a joint statement reiterating
a “candid, in-depth and constructive exchange of views on disengagement along the Line

of Actual Control in the Western Sector of India-China border areas.”’** The twentieth
meeting of the WMCC took place on December 18, 2020. Both sides noted that they
would continue to work toward disengagement.'” India stated that both sides noted that the
previous two rounds of SHMCL talks had “contributed to ensuring stability on the ground,”
and, according to China, “both sides spoke highly of the outcomes of the 8th round of
Senior Commanders Meeting.” It can be argued that there was an improved climate for talks
by the turn of the year.
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The ninth round of SHMCL talks held on January 24, 2021, yielded a significantly positive
joint statement. Both sides agreed that this round was “positive, practical and constructive,
which further enhanced mutual trust and understanding.”% They agreed to “push for an
early disengagement” and “maintain the good momentum of dialogue and negotiation.”

Four days later, EAM Jaishankar addressed the 13th All India Conference of China Studies,
where he commented on India’s relationship with China and reaffirmed India’s position on
the standofl.'” “The advancement of ties in this period [the last three decades] was clearly
predicated on ensuring that peace and tranquillity was not disturbed and that the Line

of Actual Control was both observed and respected by both sides.” The border remained
“fundamentally peaceful” prior to 2020, and the events in eastern Ladakh including the
loss of life “profoundly disturbed the relationship” and put it under “exceptional stress.” He
added, “Any expectation . . . that life can carry on undisturbed despite the situation at the
border . . . [is] simply not realistic.” He also laid out eight broad propositions, of which three
are directly relevant for India’s position on the standoff. They are placed below.

First and foremost, agreements already reached must be adhered to in their en-
tirety, both in letter and spirit. Second, where the handling of the border areas
are concerned, the LAC must be strictly observed and respected; any attempt to
unilaterally change the status quo is completely unacceptable. Third, peace and
tranquillity in the border areas is the basis for development of relations in other
domains. If they are disturbed, so inevitably will the rest of the relationship.
This is quite apart from the issue of progress in the boundary negotiations.

Two weeks later, in February 2021, Defence Minister Rajnath Singh announced to the Rajya
Sabha (House of States) that India and China had reached an agreement on disengagement
at Pangong Tso. He reiterated India’s position and stated that the disengagement would
“substantially restore the situation to that existing prior to commencement of the standoff
last year.”'”® He also noted there were “still some outstanding issues” and that both sides had
agreed to “achieve complete disengagement at the earliest.” He also mentioned that “India
has consistently maintained that while bilateral relations can develop in parallel with discus-
sions on resolving the boundary question, any serious disturbance in peace and tranquility
along the LAC in the border areas is bound to have adverse implications for the direction of
our bilateral ties.”

With disengagement completed on the north and south banks of Pangong Tso, both sides
turned their attention to the remaining friction points and the way forward for negotiations.
Eleven days after Rajnath Singh’s announcement, the tenth round of SHMCL talks were
held on February 21, 2021. In a joint statement, both sides “positively appraised the smooth
completion of disengagement of frontline troops in the Pangong Lake area.”* They noted
that it was a “significant step forward that provided a good basis for resolution of other
remaining issues along the LAC in Western Sector.” Four days later, on February 25, 2021,
this was followed by a phone call between foreign ministers Jaishankar and Wang. EAM
Jaishankar reiterated that disturbance of peace and tranquility “including by violence”
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would “inevitably” have a damaging impact on the relationship."’ Recognizing the sustained
communication between both sides since September 2020 and the resultant progress, he also
restated India’s goal: “It was necessary to disengage at all friction points in order to contem-
plate de-escalation of forces in this sector. That alone will lead to the restoration of peace and
tranquility and provide conditions for progress of our bilateral relationship.”

In a significant statement, Foreign Minister Wang flagged, however, that there had been
“some wavering and backpedaling in India’s China policy” and that “heightening differenc-
es” would not help resolve problems."! He noted that the situation on the ground had been
“noticeably eased” following the disengagement at Pangong Tso and that both sides should
“cherish the hard-won relaxation.” He took the position that both sides needed to “advance
the boundary talks to build up mutual trust and realize peace and tranquility in the border
areas.” Further, while the “boundary disputes” were an “objective fact, which should be
taken seriously,” they were not the whole of India-China relations and should be put ata
“proper place” in bilateral ties. These remarks indicated some difference with the Indian
side’s view on the way forward.

The statements from both sides in the meetings held thereafter—between March and June
2021—reveal the differences between their viewpoints. The WMCC met for its twenty-first
meeting on March 12, 2021. India reiterated the position that complete disengagement
from all friction points would allow both sides to look at de-escalation and work toward
restoration of peace and tranquility in the border areas."? China’s statement mentioned
“resolution of other issues” but not disengagement explicitly. It noted that both sides agreed
to hold the next round of SHMCL meetings to “further de-escalate the situation on the
ground” and to jointly maintain the “hard-earned peace and tranquility in the border areas.”
On April 2, 2021, the MEA highlighted EAM Jaishankar’s comment to Foreign Minister
Wang that prolonging the situation was in neither side’s interest, therefore “we hope that the
Chinese side will work with us” to ensure that the disengagement in the remaining areas
was completed “at the earliest.”"> On April 10, 2021, the eleventh round of SHMCL talks
was held. After joint statements from the previous five rounds, this meeting did not result
in one, indicating differences. India reiterated its position."* China again noted its hope that
the Indian side could “cherish the positive trend of de-escalation in the region . . . and work
together with China to safeguard peace and tranquility in the area.”" The MND too, on
April 29, 2021, noted its “hope that the Indian side will cherish the hard-won outcome.”"'®

A call was arranged between the foreign ministers on April 30, 2021 “at the request of the
Chinese side to convey their sympathy and solidarity with India,” with the context being the
devastating second wave of the COVID-19 pandemic sweeping across India.'”” The two sides
also discussed the standoff, with EAM Jaishankar highlighting his concerns and pushing
back on the Chinese position. First, the Indian statement said that the two ministers “dis-
cussed the outstanding issues related to disengagement from all friction points along the
Line of Actual Control (LAC) in Eastern Ladakh,” thereby signaling that work remained

to be done."® EAM Jaishankar further conveyed that while the process of disengagement
had commenced earlier that year, “it remained unfinished” and that it was “necessary that
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this process be completed at the earliest.” Lastly, he emphasized that “full restoration” of
peace and tranquility in the border areas would enable progress in the bilateral relationship.
Regarding the standoff, the Chinese statement only mentioned that both sides “also ex-

changed ideas on bilateral relations.”"

The differences persisted in the twenty-second meeting of the WMCC held on June 25,
2021. India reiterated its position and noted that the two sides agreed to hold the twelfth
round of SHMCL talks at an “early date to achieve the objective of complete disengagement
from all the friction points along the LAC.”"** China did not mention disengagement in its
statement.'”! As it had in previous months, it continued to take the position that both sides
would “continuously make efforts to further de-escalate the border situation” and work
together to “maintain peace and tranquility in the border areas.”

Amidst these differences, the foreign ministers met in Dushanbe on July 14, 2021, on the
sidelines of the SCO meeting of foreign ministers. This was their first in-person meeting
since the one in Moscow in September 2020. Apart from restating the Indian position,
EAM Jaishankar “emphasized the need to follow through on the agreement” reached in
September 2020 and “complete the disengagement.”'** He conveyed his expectation that the
Chinese side would work with India toward this objective, but he noted “that the situation
in remaining areas is still unresolved.” He recalled both sides’ agreement that prolonging the
existing situation was not in either side’s interest, and it was “visibly impacting the relation-
ship in a negative manner.” By contrast, Foreign Minister Wang Yi asserted that after the
disengagement in the Galwan Valley and Pangong Tso, the “overall situation in the border
area was de-escalated.”'*? He reiterated the Chinese position of placing the border issue in
an “appropriate position” in bilateral relations and stated that “we must take a long-term
perspective and gradually move from emergency response toward regular management and
control,” to avoid India-China relations being subject to “unnecessary interruptions” by
border-related issues. Despite the differences, both sides agreed to continue negotiations
through the existing channels to work toward a mutually acceptable outcome.

Consensus and subsequent disengagement came at the end of July 2021. The SHMCs met
on July 31 for their twelfth round of interactions. This meeting resulted in a joint statement,
indicating consensus for the first time since February 2021."** Containing positive framing,
it noted that this meeting was held following the one of the foreign ministers on July 14
and that of the WMCC on June 25. It was separately reported that the lack of consensus
was bridged by the WMCC and then the foreign ministers’ meetings.'”> In the SHMCL
meeting, the two sides discussed disengagement and agreed to resolve remaining issues in
an “expeditious manner.” Seven days later, the MoD announced that as an outcome of the
meeting, both sides had disengaged at PP-17A in the Gogra area.'” It noted that both sides
“expressed commitment to take the talks forward and resolve the remaining issues along the
LAC in the Western Sector.”
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The foreign ministers met in Dushanbe again on September 16, 2021, on the sidelines of the
SCO meeting of the heads of states. EAM Jaishankar took cognizance of the disengagement
in the Gogra area, “however there were still some outstanding issues that needed to be
resolved.”?” China’s statement from the meeting noted that the meeting took place at the re-
quest of the Indian side.'” Foreign Minister Wang Yi asserted that the border situation had
“gradually de-escalated” and hoped India would help shift the border situation “from urgent
dispute settlement to regular management and control.” These statements were indicative of
differences in both countries’ positions.

The differences between India and China came to the fore in the thirteenth round of
SHMCL talks held on October 10, 2021. The meeting did not yield a joint statement; rather,
it resulted in separate statements with forthcoming language where both sides held each
other responsible for the continuing standoff. The Indian side highlighted that the standoff
had been caused by “unilateral attempts of Chinese side to alter the status quo and in viola-
tion of the bilateral agreements.”® Thus, it was necessary that China take “appropriate steps
in the remaining areas so as to restore peace and tranquility along the LAC in the Western
Sector.” Accordingly, the Indian side “therefore made constructive suggestions for resolving
the remaining areas but the Chinese side was not agreeable and also could not provide any
forward-looking proposals.” Holding China responsible, “the meeting thus did not result in
resolution of the remaining areas.” Lastly, given that China had indicated its preference that
India approach the border situation from a broader bilateral outlook, India used this framing
to convey the opposite. The Indian statement noted its “expectation that the Chinese side
will take into account the overall perspective of bilateral relations and will work towards
early resolution of the remaining issues.” The spokesperson for the PLA’s Western Theater
Command commented on the talks, terming India’s demands “unreasonable and unrealis-
tic,” and suggested that India “cherish the hard-won situation in China-India border areas.”'*°
The MFA further termed India’s remarks “groundless.”’?!

Differences continued to appear in the meetings thereafter. The WMCC met again on
November 18, 2021, with India standing by its demands of complete disengagement, de-es-
calation, and restoration of peace and tranquility in the border areas.’? China’s statement
noted that both sides would “work for an earlier shift from emergency response to routine
control,” and that they agreed to “consolidate the current outcomes of disengagement.”'*
Both sides agreed to work toward holding the fourteenth round of SHMCL talks. India’s
ambassador in Beijing at the time, Vikram Misri, held a virtual farewell call with Foreign
Minister Wang Yi on December 6, 2021. While Misri “underlined his continued hope that
complete resolution” of the border issues “as per the understanding between the two Foreign
Ministers would be achieved soon,” Foreign Minister Wang posited that both sides needed
to build mutual trust as the way forward."**

Given the gaps between the two sides’ positions, it was interesting that joint statements
emerged from the fourteenth and fifteenth rounds of SHMCL talks held on January 12,
2022, and March 11, 2022, respectively. The statement from the fourteenth round of talks
did not mention the goal of disengagement explicitly, which India had repeatedly stated was
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key."” It instead less explicitly mentioned that both sides agreed to work for the “resolution
of the remaining issues.” The statement also espoused that resolution of the remaining issues
would “help in restoration of peace and tranquility along the LAC in the Western Sector and
enable progress in bilateral relations.” Given that China had repeatedly been asking India

to put the border situation in an appropriate place in bilateral relations, it was interesting
that China agreed to this statement. Both sides also agreed to hold the fifteenth round of
SHMCL talks “at the earliest” to work out a “mutually acceptable resolution.” The MND
commented on the fourteenth round of talks two weeks later, noting that the meeting was
held in a “candid and friendly mood” and that it believed that this round of talks was
“positive and constructive.”*® In the fifteenth round held on March 11, 2022, both sides
“carried forward their discussions from the previous round” and “reafhirmed that . . .
resolution would help restore peace and tranquility along the LAC in the Western Sector

and facilitate progress in bilateral relations.”*”

In hindsight, it is possible that this recent consensus was due to both sides attempting to
create a more favorable atmosphere for a visit at the politico-strategic level. Foreign Minister
Wang Yi arrived in New Delhi on March 24, 2022, for a working visit that was not pre-
viously publicly announced.”® Since the beginning of the standoff in 2020, this was the
first bilateral visit to either country by representatives of either side at the politico-strategic
level—as opposed to meetings in other countries on the sidelines of multilateral summits.

Foreign Minister Wang Yi met EAM Jaishankar and as well as NSA Ajit Doval. EAM
Jaishankar briefed the press on his meeting."” He noted that it had been a “challenge” to
implement the understanding between the two sides on disengagement and de-escalation.
Disengagement needed to be “taken forward since the completion of disengagement is
necessary for discussions on de-escalation to take place.” He described the situation as a
“work in progress, obviously at a slower pace than desirable” and noted that his discussions
with Foreign Minister Wang were “aimed at expediting the process.” He responded to the
Chinese side’s calls for normalcy and the broader significance of India-China ties, emphasiz-
ing that he “was equally forthcoming that India wants a stable and predictable relationship.
But restoration of normalcy will obviously require a restoration of peace and tranquillity.”
He also noted that “if we are both committed to improving our ties, then this commitment
must find full expression in ongoing disengagement talks.”

Foreign Minister Wang reiterated that the boundary issue be put in a proper place in
bilateral ties, but he also acknowledged EAM Jaishankar’s position that both sides should
“disengage each other in the remaining parts as soon as possible.”'* The statement also
noted agreement between the two sides that “it is in the common interests of both countries
to restore peace and tranquility in the border areas, and the two countries should achieve
regular management and control of the areas on the basis of disengagement.”

China’s statement from the meeting with NSA Doval did not mention disengagement or

peace and tranquility. Instead, Foreign Minister Wang suggested that as special representa-
tives on the boundary question, both sides should “strive to switch from emergency response
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to normalized management and control of the boundary issue as soon as possible, make
unswerving efforts toward proper management and control of the border issue, and seek a
fair and just solution.”"*" An official statement by the Indian side could not be sourced. Asian
News International reported that NSA Doval conveyed to Foreign Minister Wang that there
had to be “early and complete disengagement” in border areas for ties to move forward, and
that peace and tranquility would help build mutual trust and create an environment con-
ducive to progress in bilateral ties."* It was also reported that the Chinese side invited NSA
Doval to visit China to take forward the mandate of the special representatives. NSA Doval
was reported to have said that he could visit China after immediate issues were resolved
successfully.

In this situation of consensus on some points but disagreement on others, the WMCC met
two months later on May 31, 2022. Both sides referenced the consensus between the two
foreign ministers and agreed to hold the sixteenth SHMCL meeting at an early date. India
reiterated its demand for complete disengagement, whereas China’s statement mentioned
“dealing with the outstanding issues about the western section of the boundary under

the principle of mutual and equal security.”*® India’s new ambassador in Beijing, Pradeep
Kumar Rawat, called on Foreign Minister Wang Yi on June 22, 2022. The former empha-
sized “the criticality of maintenance of peace and tranquility in the border areas for realizing
the full potential” of the leader-level consensus between the two sides on the importance of
India-China relations."** Foreign Minister Wang restated that the boundary issue should

be viewed appropriately in the context of bilateral ties."*® He also mentioned that both sides
should work “in the same direction to maintain the warming momentum in China-India
relations and bring them back to the track of stable and sound development at an early date.”
India’s statement mentioned that both sides agreed to make “full use of the opportunities
provided by multilateral meetings to continue their exchange of views including between the
two Foreign Ministers.”*¢

Approximately two weeks later, on July 7, 2022, foreign ministers Jaishankar and Wang met
on the sidelines of the G20 foreign ministers’ meeting in Bali. EAM Jaishankar called for
an “early resolution of all the outstanding issues along the LAC in Eastern Ladakh,” recalled
the disengagement achieved so far, and “reiterated the need to sustain the momentum to
complete disengagement from all the remaining areas to restore peace and tranquility in the
border areas.”*” Foreign Minister Wang again did not mention disengagement or peace and
tranquility.'*® He said that since March, China and India had maintained communication,
“effectively managed differences, and bilateral relations have generally shown a recovery
momentum.” He also suggested that both countries should “push for the early return of
bilateral relations to the right track.” India’s statement also mentioned that both ministers
looked forward to the next round of SHMCL talks at an early date, though China’s state-
ment did not mention this.'*

Following this meeting, the sixteenth round of SHMCL talks was held ten days later on July

17, 2022. The resultant joint statement mentioned that “building on the progress made at
the last meeting on 11 March 2022, both sides continued discussions in a “constructive and
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forward looking manner” and had a “frank and in-depth exchange of views.”"* They reaf-
firmed that resolution of remaining issues would help in restoration of peace and tranquility
along the LAC in the Western sector and enable progress in bilateral relations. They agreed
to stay in touch through military and diplomatic channels to reach a mutually acceptable
resolution of the remaining issues “at the earliest.”

On July 25, 2022, Xi Jinping sent a congratulatory message to Indian president Droupadi
Murmu on her inauguration.”" As per the author’s record, this was the first public com-
munication from Xi Jinping himself containing a message about the standoff and bilateral
ties since the latter commenced in April-May 2020. He noted that he was “ready to work
with President Murmu to enhance political mutual trust . . . properly handle differences
and push India-China relations forward on the right track.” Approximately six weeks later,
on September 8, 2022, both sides announced disengagement in the Gogra-Hot Springs

area (PP-15) in a short joint statement.”

This was noted to be “conducive to the peace and
tranquility in the border areas.” The MEA noted that both sides mutually agreed to take the
talks forward, resolve the remaining issues along the LAC, and restore peace and tranquility

in India-China border areas.!

With this disengagement, Phase 2 of the standoff came to an end. The study of this phase
yields the following takeaways.

1. After the disengagements in February and August 2021, the Chinese side would adopt a
hardened position and push back on Indian demands for disengagement. This would be
the case even if they were to eventually agree to disengagement thereafter. Stakeholders
at the strategic level of command and with experience of negotiating with the Chinese

explained that this was a negotiation tactic, meant to tire the resolve of the other side.”

2. In response to India’s suggested path of disengagement, de-escalation, restoration of
peace and tranquility in the border areas, and bilateral exchanges to be resumed in
consonance with these, China attempted to employ three tactics at various times. First,
it posited that peace and tranquility were already present, therefore bilateral exchanges
should resume. Second, it attempted to delink border issues from broader relations,
so that bilateral exchanges could resume. Third, it suggested that moving forward,
boundary talks and building up mutual trust would have positive effects on peace and
tranquility in the border areas.

3. In the months leading up to Foreign Minister Wang Yi’s visit in March 2022, both
sides attempted to arrive at a tactical consensus to achieve an atmosphere conducive
to the visit. While India had consistently mentioned complete disengagement in the
negotiations on the standoff, it used less explicit language in the leadup to Foreign
Minister Wang’s visit. Between November 18, 2021, and March 25, 2022, through two
rounds of SHMCIL talks, six weekly MEA press briefings, and the farewell call between
Vikram Misri and Wang, the Indian side did not mention disengagement in its official
statements and instead mentioned “resolution.” During Wang’s visit and thereafter,
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India resumed advocating for complete disengagement from all friction points. China
too sought consensus and agreed in joint statements leading up to Wang’s visit that
disengagement was necessary for restoration of peace and tranquility in the border areas,
which was further necessary for the development of bilateral ties. It would disagree with
this assertion at other points in the standoff.

Phase 3: Differences and Disengagement in Depsang
and Demchok, September 2022-December 2024

This phase from September 2022 to June 2024 witnessed a slowdown in the negotiations

to resolve the standoff. This is due to both sides having been increasingly at odds with each
other’s positions regarding disengagement in the remaining friction points of Depsang

and Demchok. In a nutshell, China took the position that Depsang and Demchok were
legacy issues that predated the present standoff and should therefore be discussed as part

of a normalized and routine border management framework." Preferring to assert that the
standoff was over given disengagement in the rest of the friction points, it pushed for the
resumption of broader bilateral engagements. India took the position that Depsang and
Demchok should be discussed as part of negotiations on the present standofl."”® The Indian
side acknowledged that Depsang and Demchok have had issues prior to 2020."” However,
the situation on the ground also changed qualitatively in April-May 2020, when Chinese
troops took up positions that restricted the ability of Indian troops to patrol up to certain
patrol points in both Depsang and Demchok.”® In Depsang, the PLA blocked Indian
patrols at a bottleneck known as Y-Junction. This prevented Indian troops from patrolling
up to PPs 10, 11, 11A, 12, and 13, which they last accessed in January/February 2020.” In
Demchok, Chinese troops blocked Indian patrols at the Charding Ninglung Nallah junc-
tion, where China pitched tents, preventing Indian troops from patrolling up to their limits.'®°
Previously, the Indian army used to patrol up to Charding La (a mountain pass) once
or twice a year, even though the Chinese unsuccessfully attempted to block the patrols.'®!
China had set up tents on the Indian side of Charding La a “couple of years” before 2020,

162

and the presence expanded in April 2020.

In India’s view, after disengagement from these two points, both sides should de-escalate,
restore peace and tranquility in the border areas, and move forward the bilateral relationship.
Both sides signaled the differences in their positions through all the three channels of nego-
tiation—the SHMCL talks, WMCC meetings, and meetings at the politico-strategic level.
Since July 2024, however, both sides have made a renewed attempt to find meeting ground
and engaged in sustained negotiations at all three levels. This has resulted in an agreement
on patrolling in Depsang and Demchok that has led to disengagement.

In September 2022, twenty days after the announcement of disengagement in PP-15, the
change in the Chinese position became palpable. Sun Weidong, China’s ambassador to
India, delivered a keynote address on the seventy-third anniversary of the founding of the
People’s Republic of China, where he also spoke about India-China relations, the boundary
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dispute, and the standofl.'®® On the border dispute, he said that “for issues that cannot be
resolved at the moment, we should put them in a proper place and manage them in a proper
way, without allowing them to disturb the overall development of the bilateral relations.”
Commenting on the standoff, he acknowledged the recent disengagement, characterized the
standoff situation as “overall stable,” and interestingly, noted that “the phase of emergency
response since the Galwan Valley incident has basically come to an end, and the border
situation is now switching to normalized management and control.” The MEA pushed back
on this, remarking, “Some steps are necessary for complete normalcy, we have not reached
that at all, but we would like that the whole sequence is there, that there is disengagement,
de-escalation, then there is normalcy on the border so that there can be any regularity or
normalcy in our overall relationship. We have not reached there yet.”'** Thus, referring to
Sun’s remarks, it stated that “it will not be correct to say this.”

The WMCC met for its twenty-fifth meeting on October 14, 2022. India noted that both
sides welcomed the disengagement in PP-15 and that they agreed to continue discussions
to resolve the “remaining issues along the LAC at the earliest so as to create conditions for
restoration of normalcy in bilateral relations.”'® China’s statement noted that both sides
expressed “readiness to take measures to further ease the border situation and shift from
emergency response at the border to regular management of the border areas.”*® It did
not mention India’s linkage between the border situation and broader bilateral relations.
Common in both statements was that the two sides agreed to hold the seventeenth round
of SHMCL talks at an “early date.”"” India’s statement specified a goal for the SHMCL
meeting: to “achieve the objective of resolution of remaining issues along the LAC in the
Western Sector in accordance with the existing bilateral agreements and protocols.”’*® A
month later, on November 11, EAM Jaishankar emphasized in an interview that there were
friction points “which still need to be worked upon” and reiterated that the present state
could not continue “without damage to the relationship.”®

On November 15, 2022, Prime Minister Narendra Modi and President Xi Jinping had

a brief interaction at the G20 Summit in Bali, their first since the standoff began in
April-May 2020."° Both sides spoke of a need to stabilize ties.””" The seventeenth round of
SHMCL talks was held on December 20, 2022, and yielded a joint statement."”* It built on
the progress made after the last SHMCL meeting on July 17, and both sides had a “frank
and in-depth discussion.” This was keeping in line with the “guidance provided by the State
Leaders” to work toward resolving the remaining issues at the earliest, which would help in
the restoration of peace and tranquility and enable progress in bilateral relations. However,
the statement did not mention any outcomes of the discussion. It noted that both sides
agreed to stay in touch and work out a mutually acceptable resolution of the remaining
issues at the earliest.

Differences on the way forward continued to manifest in the first quarter of 2023. India
stood by its demand for complete disengagement, whereas China asserted that the border
situation had stabilized and that bilateral exchanges should resume. On January 18, Sun
Weidong, former ambassador to India who was then appointed vice foreign minister, met
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with India’s ambassador to China, Pradeep Kumar Rawat “at [the latter’s] request.”'”’> Sun
stated that the “China-India border situation is generally stable at the moment, and is
switching from emergency response to normalized management and control.” He suggested
that both sides should view bilateral relations from a long-term perspective. An Indian
statement from this meeting could not be sourced. Almost a month later, on February 22,
the WMCC met for its twenty-sixth meeting. India stated that both sides discussed pro-
posals for disengagement in the remaining areas, which would help in restoring peace and
tranquility and creating conditions for normalcy in bilateral ties.””* The Chinese side noted
that both sides agreed to “promote at a faster pace the settlement of relevant issues . . . and
work for an early conclusion of proposals acceptable to both sides.””> China’s statement did
not mention disengagement explicitly—nor did it link it with peace and tranquility in the
border areas, nor link that with normalcy in bilateral ties. On March 2, both sides’ foreign
ministers met on the sidelines of the G20 meeting of foreign ministers in New Delhi. EAM
Jaishankar briefed the press about his meetings, including his meeting with China’s new
foreign minister, Qin Gang. He highlighted that “there are real problems in that relationship
that need to be looked at,” and that Foreign Minister Qin and him discussed the “challenges
in the bilateral relationship, especially that of peace and tranquility in the border areas.””®
Foreign Minister Qin reiterated the Chinese position that India should view the boundary
issue appropriately in the context of bilateral ties and “work for the regular management of
border areas at an early date.”””” He also noted that China was ready to resume exchanges
and cooperation with India in “various fields at a faster pace, and restart direct flights as
soon as possible to facilitate cross-border travel.”

The SHMCs met on April 23, 2023. Unlike the previous four rounds of SHMCL talks, and
for the first time since January 2022, it did not result in a joint press release, which signaled
differences between the two sides. India’s statement noted that both sides discussed the
“resolution of relevant issues along the LAC in the Western Sector” so as to restore peace
and tranquility in the border areas, which would enable progress in bilateral relations.””® The
Chinese statement mentioned that both sides agreed to speed up the “settlement of relevant
issues on the western section of the China-India boundary.””” It did not link this “settle-
ment” with the restoration of peace and tranquility or that peace and tranquility would help
move forward bilateral ties. It is worth noting that China had previously agreed to this posi-
tion in the joint statements from the last four SHMCL talks over the past fifteen months.

Responding to the hardening of the Chinese position and that the two sides should resume
bilateral exchanges, the Indian side increasingly pushed back in the following months in
several meetings with Chinese counterparts, particularly at the politico-strategic level.
Differences came to the fore at this level as well. Defence Minister Rajnath Singh met State
Councilor and Minister of National Defense Gen. Li Shangfu four days after the eighteenth
round of SHMCL talks. Rajnath Singh “categorically conveyed” that the development of
bilateral ties was premised on the prevalence of peace and tranquility at the borders. He said
that “all issues at the LAC” needed to be resolved. He reiterated that the “violation of exist-
ing agreements has eroded the entire basis of bilateral relations [emphasis added].”"® Media
reports noted Gen. Li as saying that the border situation was “generally stable” and that he
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had called for both sides to put the boundary issue in a proper place in bilateral ties and

to “promote the transition of the border situation to normalised management.”'® Foreign
ministers Jaishankar and Qin met in New Delhi on May 4, 2023 on the sidelines of the
SCO meeting of foreign ministers. Foreign Minister Qin reiterated China’s desire to resume
bilateral exchanges and like Gen. Li, he too asserted that the border situation was “generally
stable.”’®? On this occasion, EAM Jaishankar addressed this assertion of stability by the
Chinese side: “I think they used the word stable if I'm not mistaken. I don’t think that’s the
issue, I think the issue is that there is an abnormal position in the boundary areas . . . the
border areas along the boundary. . . . So we have to take the disengagement process forward
and I have made it very clear . . . that India-China relations are not normal and cannot be
normal if the peace and tranquility in the border areas is disturbed.” He added, “To suggest
somehow that they are and everything else can continue and while the relevant issues, the
central problems are not being effectively addressed; I think it won’t wash, that there are
issues we need to discuss, I think we both countries need to be clear about it. Now it may be
the endeavor or expectation to try and project exactly the kind of picture which you would

suggest. But I would not go along with it, I certainly will not play along with it.”'®

The WMCC met on May 31, 2023, where India noted that both sides discussed proposals
for disengagement.'s* The statement reiterated that the “restoration of peace and tranquillity
will create conditions for normalising bilateral relations.” China did not mention disengage-
ment, only “relevant issues,” and noted that both sides agreed to “promote the de-escalation
of the border situation and further defend peace and tranquility in the border areas.”® Both
sides noted that they would work toward holding the nineteenth SHMCL meeting at an
early date. On June 8, 2023, EAM Jaishankar noted at a special briefing that he had made
it “very clear” to China that unless there was peace and tranquility in the border areas, the
relationship could not progress.'® He did mention that both sides were “talking” at various
levels—military, diplomatic, and political. The external affairs minister also alluded to the
possibility of meetings at the politico-strategic level. He gave the example of the meeting
with Foreign Minister Qin Gang in May on the sidelines of the SCO foreign ministers’
meeting and said, “What can we expect? Look, at multilateral events, we will, we will,
obviously the Chinese are there and we are there. You know, it is likely that we would, there
would be a conversation between us.”

Communication at various levels continued in July 2023, with the attempt being to find
meeting ground to create a conducive atmosphere for possible meetings between Prime
Minister Modi and President Xi at the BRICS summit in August 2023 and the G20 summit
in September 2023. The director of the Office of the Central Commission for Foreign
Affairs, Wang Yi, met EAM Jaishankar on July 14 in Jakarta on the sidelines of the East
Asia Summit “at the latter’s request.”’®” An official statement from the Indian side could not
be located, but EAM Jaishankar posted on X that he discussed “outstanding issues related
to peace & tranquility in border areas.”'® Director Wang said that the two sides should “not
define overall relations with specific issues.” He hoped that India would work with China to
“find a solution to border issues acceptable to both sides.”’®” NSA Doval met Director Wang
on July 24 on the sidelines of the BRICS NSAs” meeting in Johannesburg. Xinhua, China’s
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official state news agency, cited Director Wang as saying that both sides should “enhance
strategic mutual trust . . . overcome obstacles and bring bilateral relations back to the track
of sound and stable development as soon as possible.””® NSA Doval highlighted that the
standoff had “eroded strategic trust and the public and political basis of the relationship [em-
phasis added].””' He emphasized “the importance of continuing efforts to fully resolve the
situation and restore peace and tranquility in the border areas, so as to remove impediments
to normalcy in bilateral relations.”

Efforts to meet and find meeting ground before the BRICS and G20 summits continued.
The two sides held two days of SHMCL talks on August 13—14 that resulted in a joint state-
ment. It noted that both sides had a “positive, constructive and in-depth discussion on the
resolution of remaining issues” and exchanged views in an “open and forward looking man-
ner.”"?? They agreed to “resolve the remaining issues in an expeditious manner and maintain
the momentum of dialogue and negotiations through military and diplomatic channels.” It
was reported that major general-level talks took place between both sides for six continuous
days between August 19 and 24, following up on the SHMCL talks."”? Stakeholders have
noted that both sides came very close to resolving the deadlock on Depsang and Demchok
during this time.””

At the BRICS summit in Johannesburg, Prime Minister Modi interacted with President

Xi on August 23, 2023. India’s foreign secretary, Vinay Mohan Kwatra, briefed the press,
noting that PM Modi had a “conversation” with President Xi where he “highlighted India’s
concerns on the unresolved issues” along the LAC in the Western sector. PM Modi reiterated
that the maintenance of peace and tranquility in the border areas and observing and respect-
ing the LAC were “essential” for normalizing India-China ties. Foreign Secretary Kwatra
noted that the two leaders agreed to direct their officials to “intensify efforts at expeditious
disengagement and de-escalation.”> These remarks were different from the ones made by
the MFA, which noted that President Xi and PM Modi “talked . . . at the latter’s request”
and that both countries “should bear in mind the overall interests of their bilateral relations
and handle properly the boundary question so as to jointly safeguard peace and tranquility

in the border areas.””°

This interaction highlighted the significant divergence in both countries™ positions at the
politico-strategic level, and no disengagement took place at the time. That both sides did not
agree on the nature of the interaction also spoke to the trust deficit between them. President
Xi did not visit New Delhi for the G20 summit in September 2023, which was widely seen
as signaling displeasure at the state of India-China ties."”” No meetings at the politico-strate-
gic level took place between the two sides for the next eleven months, as opposed to the six
meetings that had been held in the past five months. Negotiations continued through the
SHMCL and WMCC channels in the coming months.

The SHMCs met on October 9-10, 2023, with both sides releasing separate statements.

India noted that both sides exchanged views in a “frank, open and constructive manner”
for an early and mutually acceptable resolution of the remaining issues “in accordance with
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the guidance provided by the national leadership of the two countries.””® It also stated that
this meeting built on the progress made in the previous round of SHMCL talks on August
13-14. China too noted that both sides had a “positive, in-depth and constructive discussion
on resolving the remaining issues along the LAC in the Western Sector in a mutually accept-
%% Although the statements from either side did

not reflect a substantive outcome from the meeting, they indicated that both sides did agree

»]

able manner at the earliest possible date.

to maintain the momentum of negotiations through the relevant military and diplomatic
mechanisms. Responding to a query about this round of SHMCL talks and a supposed lack
of consensus, MEA spokesperson Arindam Bagchi remarked, “We also want success, which
is why we are in discussions to reach a successful solution. I won’t say there is no consensus,
but our perspective and how we are proceeding are reflected in the press release we issued.”**

The meetings thereafter reflected both sides standing by their position but also a desire
from both ends to keep up the conversation in pursuit of a resolution. The WMCC met

on November 30, 2023, and both sides mentioned that they engaged in a constructive and
in-depth discussion on the border situation. India’s statement mentioned that both sides
discussed proposals to “resolve the remaining issues and achieve complete disengagement in
Eastern Ladakh” and that they further agreed on the need to maintain peace and tranquility
along the border areas.””" China noted that both sides agreed to “promote the settlement of
issues related to the border areas, and turn the page in the situation of the border areas at an
early date.”?** Both sides agreed to hold the twenty-first round of the SHMCL meeting at
the earliest. The same day, the MND stated at its monthly press conference that the border
situation was “generally stable” and noted that the SHMCL talks had helped the two sides to
disengage at four points, “playing a positive role in deescalating tensions.”?** On January 12,
2024, MEA spokesperson Randhir Jaiswal referred to the SHMCL talks in October 2023
and described the outcomes as “very important.”** He similarly referred to the WMCC
meeting in November 2023 and noted that both sides had a “very good in-depth discussion,
constructive discussion, frank discussion.” Referring to both these meetings, he said, “The
idea is that we engage, so that we can have some sort of resolution.” The MND again noted
on January 25 that both sides had disengaged at four points, contributing to de-escalation
of tensions.?” It also said that the boundary dispute was a “legacy issue” but that it did not
represent the “whole picture” of bilateral ties and that it was therefore “unwise and inappro-
priate” to link the boundary issue with overall ties.

India continued to reaffirm its stance. The twenty-first round of SHMCL talks was held on
February 19, 2024. India’s statement noted that the discussions built on the previous rounds
and sought “complete disengagement in the remaining areas along the LAC in Eastern
Ladakh as an essential basis for restoration of peace and tranquility in the India-China
border areas.”* China’s statement did not mention this position and rather stated that both
sides agreed to reach a “mutually acceptable solution at an early date, so as to turn over a
new leaf for the border situation.”?®” India did, however, state that the talks were held in

a “friendly and cordial atmosphere”—China too noted that both sides had “positive, in-
depth and constructive communication.” On March 2, 2024, EAM Jaishankar stated at an
event that “China must adhere to border management pacts and there has to be peace and
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tranquillity along the Line of Actual Control (LAC) for improvement in Sino-India ties.”*’®

On March 8, he noted that there had been “some progress, and some significant progress,
but [there are] still some issues to be done.”® Similarly, when the WMCC met on March
27, India again noted that both sides discussed how to achieve complete disengagement.*'”
China’s statement mentioned that both sides agreed to focus on “relevant issues on the
ground,” reach a mutually acceptable solution, and “promote the transition of the border
situation into a normalized phase of control and management.”*'"' Once again, it did not

mention disengagement explicitly.

Amidst this situation, Prime Minister Modi answered questions on India-China relations
and the standoff in an interview ahead of the Indian general elections. This was significant
as it was a direct statement from the Indian head of government, without precedent in the

stand-off.

For India, the relationship with China is important and significant. It is my
belief that we need to urgently address the prolonged situation on our borders
so that the abnormality in our bilateral interactions can be put behind us.
Stable and peaceful relations between India and China are important for not
Just our two countries but the entire region and world. I hope and believe that
through positive and constructive bilateral engagement at the diplomatic and
military levels, we will be able to restore and sustain peace and tranquility in
our borders.*?

China’s Ministry of Foreign Affairs responded a day later, reiterating China’s position on
placing the border issues in an appropriate place in bilateral ties.?"® It requested India to ap-
proach bilateral ties from a “strategic height and long term perspective.” On April 25, 2024,

the MND too responded to a question on the remarks, stating that the border situation was
“stable.” 24

Some interpreted PM Modi’s remarks and the subsequent response by the MFA to be a
positive, conciliatory signal.?’> However, both sides were reiterating their different positions
that they had consistently taken. The MEA stated two days later that the “the government
on several occasions has made its position very clear.”?'® In an interview in early May, EAM
Jaishankar too noted that PM Modi was giving a “big picture viewpoint” and “expressing
the hope that the Chinese side should realise that the present situation is not in its own
interest.”?” India’s reiteration of its position at the highest level signaled to China that its
position would not change. At the same time, signaling shared interest in the relationship at
the highest level also provided an opportunity for China to respond.

In May 2024, after eighteen months of the post of China’s ambassador to India being vacant
(since October 2022), China appointed Xu Feihong.*'® On May 10, Xu gave an interview

in which he reaflirmed China’s position on the standoff."” To a question on PM Modi’s
interview in April, he responded that “China-India ties should not be defined by any single
issue or area; the boundary question is not the entirety of the relationship.” He reiterated
China’s position about the border being stable and China being ready to work with India
and wanting to “turn the page as soon as possible.”
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Come June 2024, several trends led both sides to attempt a renewed push to resolve the
standoff. A new government was elected in India, which provided an opportunity to reassess
priorities and policy choices, including on foreign and security matters. This included the
question of the standoff and broader bilateral ties with China. Foreign investment from
China has been tightly regulated and subject to government approval since April 2020.%%°
Released in July 2024, the Economic Survey of the Government of India suggests a “China
Plus One strategy” of increasing FDI inflows from China.?”! The Economic Survey men-
tions “striking the right balance between the trilemma of trade with China, investment by
China, and India’s territorial and non-territorial integrity and security.”?** The fact of a new
government in India also provided China a fresh opportunity to engage with it. Also on

the horizon were summits of several multilateral groupings such as BRICS (October 2024),
ASEAN (October 2024), and the G20 (November 2024). These summits would likely have
both PM Modi and President Xi in attendance, which would have provided an opportunity
for both sides to hold a bilateral meeting at the top-most level should they have desired so.
These trends led to both sides adopting a constructive approach to resolving the standoff,
which reflected in the series of meetings that took place at all levels in the months thereafter.

After eleven months, India and China held a meeting at the politico-strategic level in July
2024, with foreign ministers Jaishankar and Wang meeting on July 4 on the sidelines of

the SCO summit in Astana. For the first time since the beginning of the standoff, the
Indian statement mentioned that both sides discussed how to find an “early resolution of the
remaining issues along the Line of Actual Control (LAC) in Eastern Ladakh to stabilize and
rebuild bilateral relations [emphasis added].”** At the same time, EAM Jaishankar high-
lighted the need to “redouble efforts to achieve complete disengagement from the remaining
areas in Eastern Ladakh and restore border peace and tranquillity in order to remove
obstacles towards return of normalcy in bilateral relations.” India’s statement noted that both
ministers agreed to “step up” meetings of their diplomatic and military officials. It men-
tioned that they agreed that the WMCC should “hold an early meeting.” Foreign Minister
Wang suggested both sides “adhere to positive thinking, properly handling and controlling
the situation in the border areas, while actively resuming normal exchanges.””** Regarding
follow-up meetings to discuss the standoff, China’s statement noted that both sides agreed
to work for stability in the border areas and “hold a new round of consultations on the
boundary issue at an early date.” The foreign ministers met again on July 25 in Vientiane

on the sidelines of the ASEAN-related foreign ministers’ meetings. India’s statement once
again mentioned that the talks focused on finding an early resolution of the border situation
to “stabilize and rebuild bilateral relations.”*” It also mentioned complete disengagement
and that “both ministers agreed on the need to work with purpose and urgency” toward it.
It reiterated that “peace and tranquillity on the borders and respect for LAC are essential for
normalcy in bilateral relations.” As in the previous meeting in July, India mentioned that
both sides would hold an “early meeting” of the WMCC to take the discussions forward.
China’s statement noted that both sides agreed to “make concerted efforts to maintain peace
and tranquility” and work for “new progress in consultations on border affairs.”**¢
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The WMCC met on July 31, 2024, in New Delhi. Both sides recalled the recent meetings
of the foreign ministers. India noted that both sides reviewed the border situation “with a
view to finding an early resolution of the outstanding issues,” emphasizing that “restoration
of peace and tranquility, and respect for the LAC are an essential basis for restoration of nor-
malcy in bilateral relations.”**’ It also noted that the discussion was “in-depth, constructive
and forward-looking.” China’s statement noted that both sides agreed to “actively implement
the important common understandings” reached by the foreign ministers, “focus on specific
issues related to the China-India border, [and] accommodate each other’s legitimate concerns
and reach a mutually acceptable solution at an early date.”??® It also noted that they agreed
to “speed up the negotiation process” and “turn over a new leaf in the border situation at

an early date so as to promote the sound and steady development of China-India relations.”
Similarly, the WMCC met again on August 29, 2024, with both sides” statements describing
attempts to narrow down differences and increase the pace of conversations through diplo-
matic and military channels.””

The NSAs met two weeks later on September 12, 2024, on the sidelines of the BRICS NSAs
meeting. According to India, both sides agreed to “work with urgency and redouble their
efforts to realize complete disengagement in remaining areas” and that early resolution of the
remaining issues would create conditions to stabilize and rebuild bilateral relations.** China
noted that both sides discussed the “progress made” in the recent negotiations but did not
reference India’s push for complete disengagement, nor linking this to the development of
broader ties.”!

The consistent engagement at the politico-strategic and diplomatic levels were followed

by negotiations between the corps commanders between October 10 and 21, 2024.%* On
October 21, 2024, Foreign Secretary Vikram Misri briefed the press and announced that an
agreement had been reached “on patrolling arrangements along the Line of Actual Control
in the India-China border areas, leading to disengagement and a resolution of the issues that
had arisen in these areas in 2020. And we will be taking the next steps on this.”*** Remarks
from EAM Jaishankar and Misri have made clear that the agreement is on patrolling in

Depsang and Demchok, the remaining two friction points.?*

Most significantly, on October 23, 2024, Prime Minister Modi and President Xi held a bilat-
eral meeting on the margins of the BRICS summit in Kazan. Given that India’s position had
been that the state of the bilateral relationship depended on the state of the border, it can be
deduced that India was comfortable enough with the border situation as it stood on October
23, 2024, to have a meeting at the highest level. The statements from both sides after the
meeting provide takeaways regarding the border situation, broader India-China relations, as

well as what the future holds.?*

On the border situation, both leaders have welcomed the agreement on patrolling. India’s
statement notes PM Modi as “welcoming the recent agreement for complete disengagement
and resolution of issues that arose in 2020,” and the Chinese statement also states that the
two leaders “commended the important progress the two sides had recently made through
intensive communication on resolving the relevant issues in the border areas.” Both leaders
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have also agreed that the Special Representatives on the India-China boundary question will
also meet to oversee peace and tranquility in the border areas and explore a solution to the
boundary question. While there was agreement on the aforementioned points, there were
also differences on the border issue. PM Modi highlighted the importance of not allowing
the differences and disputes to “disturb peace and tranquility.” China’s statement notes that
both sides agreed to “prevent specific disagreements from affecting the overall relationship,”
which is in opposition to the Indian position that the state of the border determines the state
of the relationship.

On the broader India-China relationship, both sides have agreed to take forward dialogue

at the foreign ministers’ level, as well as others. This would be to “stabilize and rebuild
bilateral relations” (as per the Indian statement) and to “bring the relationship back to sound
and steady development at an early date” (as per the Chinese statement). Both sides have
also underscored the need to enhance “strategic communication.” Foreign Secretary Misri
remarked after the meeting that “these steps have set the process in motion for bringing our
relations back to a normal path. As I mentioned earlier, restoration of peace and tranquility
in the border areas will create space for returning towards the path of normalization, what

I meant by that is, with the recent agreements, the path has now opened, and it is necessary
for both of us to continue on this path. As far as the question of trust is concerned, through

the processes and actions between both sides, we hope that trust will increase between us.”?°
p P

Pursuant to these announcements, the Government of India confirmed that patrolling has
resumed in Depsang and Demchok.*” Most significantly, EAM Jaishankar announced to
the Lok Sabha on December 3, 2024, that disengagement had been “achieved in full in
Eastern Ladakh.”?%*

What do these recent developments mean for the standoff and the future of India-China
relations? There is still work to be done to resolve the standoff. Apart from Depsang and
Demchok, if both sides see fit, they may consider new patrolling arrangements for the ex-
isting buffer zones in the areas where disengagement has previously taken place and neither
side patrols at present.””” These include the Galwan Valley, the Gogra-Hot Springs area, and
Pangong Tso. Both sides also need to discuss the de-escalation of the 100,000 troops accom-
panied by equipment deployed all along the LAC.*** EAM Jaishankar has also highlighted
the need for both sides to pay more attention to border management and confidence-build-
ing measures, given the experience of the standoff.?*! Both sides also desire the rebuilding

of strategic trust that has been damaged over the past four years. These outlined steps will
take time and patient and sustained negotiations from both sides at all levels, as they have
over the past four years. The planned resumption of dialogue at the Special Representatives
and foreign secretary—vice foreign minister level are positive developments in this regard, as
are the meetings of the foreign and defense ministers which took place on November 18 and
20, 2024, respectively.”** India’s statement from the foreign ministers’ meeting noted that
“next steps in India-China relations” were discussed, and defense minister Rajnath Singh has
emphasized the importance of “greater trust and confidence building between the two sides
through de-escalation.” EAM Jaishankar, in his statement to the Lok Sabha on December 3,

also noted that the “next priority will be to consider de-escalation.”**
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The Government of India’s position is still that the state of the border determines the state
of the India-China relationship and that the extent of broader engagement will depend on
the progress of standoff negotiations over the coming weeks, months, and perhaps years.

As EAM Jaishankar noted on the day the agreement was announced, “We always said that
if you disturb the peace and tranquility, how do you expect the rest of the relationship go
forward. So we’ll have to see. This understanding was reached only today. So I think we have

to see what the consequences will be.”**

Part lll: Takeaways and Policy Prescriptions

Utility of Politico-Strategic Dialogue

Apart from the description and analysis of both sides” positions during the past four years of
the standoff, the data over four years of negotiations (as visualized below) shows that on-
ground negotiations are most likely to progress after meetings at the politico-strategic level.

This holds true for each of the seven friction points in which disengagement has taken place.
The disengagement in the Galwan Valley gathered pace after a phone call between special
representatives Ajit Doval and Wang Yi on July 5, 2020.>* Negotiations on disengagement
in the rest of the friction points moved forward after the meetings between the foreign

and defense ministers of both sides in September 2020, which were held in conjunction
with Operation Snow Leopard. Foreign ministers Jaishankar and Wang had a telephonic
conversation in the month leading up to disengagement at PP-17A in Gogra in August 2021,
and it was reported that the interaction helped both sides reach a consensus.?*® The foreign
ministers also met in July 2022, two months before the disengagement at PP-15 in Gogra-
Hot Springs. In July—August 2023 as well, negotiations received impetus from the possibility
of a heads-of-states meeting between Prime Minister Modi and President Xi at the BRICS
or G20 summits. In July—December 2024, it is the consistent engagement at all three levels
that resulted in the agreement on patrolling and disengagement. In the statements from
meetings at the politico-strategic level, both sides often mention that they agree to direct
their respective officials in the SHMCL talks and the WMCC to take the negotiations
forward. Thus, the negotiations at the diplomatic and military levels receive direction and
impetus from the meetings at the politico-strategic level. Likewise, the statements from the
SHMCL and WMCC meetings reference and take “guidance” from the meetings at the

politico-strategic level, where applicable.?*”

Therefore, India and China should hold more meetings at the politico-strategic level to
better the chances of resolving the standoff and improving bilateral ties.
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Why Has China Sought to Coerce India on the Border?

The following discussion draws on the research done for this paper to investigate why China
has sought to coerce India at the border. An analysis of the Chinese government’s statements
and scholarly writings reveals that China has sought to coerce India at their shared border
because it links India’s border infrastructure build-up to a plan by the United States to
contain China in the Indo-Pacific.

In the past decade, the India-China border has increasingly experienced friction, with
standoffs in 2013, 2014, 2015, 2017, and 2020—present. Each of these standoffs involved
China’s unilateral attempts to change the status quo.**® When it comes to the 2020 stand-
off, the Indian side has stated on multiple occasions that it has not received a credible
explanation for Chinese actions in April-June 2020. In the meeting of foreign ministers in
September 2020, India noted, “The Chinese side has not provided a credible explanation
for this deployment.”** In June 2023, on the question of troubled India-China relations,
EAM Jaishankar said that “answer can only be given by China, because China consciously,
for some reason, chose in 2020 to, you know, breaking agreements to move forces to the
border areas and seek to coerce us.”* A stakeholder at the strategic level of command whom
the author spoke to said, “We were not able to make sense of it then, and we are not able to

make sense of it now.”*!

Broadly, three explanations are offered by Indian and Western scholars for this escalation.”?
The first is India’s development of infrastructure at the border with China, which the latter
perceives as threatening. Thus, it has sought to coerce India to deter this build-up. The
second explanation is India’s deepening relationship with the United States, which China
has been uncomfortable with. Thus, it has sought to coerce India back to a neutral posture.
The third explanation is that India is a possible threat to China’s hegemony in Asia, which is
why it has sought to impose costs on India to deter it from hindering this ambition.

The research conducted for this paper leads to the conclusion that all three reasons—India’s
infrastructure build-up, its deepening relationship with the United States, and it being
perceived as a possible threat to China—Ilink together under one explanation. Rather than
viewing India’s border infrastructure build-up as a legitimate pursuit of its own security,
China views it as instigated by the United States. It believes that the United States is utiliz-
ing India to contain China in the continental Indo-Pacific. As a result, China has resorted to
coercion at the border to deter India from partaking in this supposed exercise. The following
sections explore the evidence that supports this claim.

China has expressed its concerns about India’s push to develop border infrastructure. In
October 2020, China’s Foreign Ministry spokesperson Zhao Lijian noted, “For a while, the
Indian side has been stepping up infrastructure building and military deployment along the
border with China. This is the root cause of tensions.”?* Lan Jianxue of the China Institute
of International Studies, affiliated with the Chinese Ministry of Foreign Affairs, posited that
China’s moves were in response to India’s “salami slicing” of Chinese territory and build-

up of strategic infrastructure such as roads and bridges in eastern Ladakh on the Chinese
side.”* In 2022, Hu Shisheng, the director of the Institute for South Asian Studies at the
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China Institutes of Contemporary International Relations (CICIR), affiliated with China’s
Ministry of State Security, along with Wang Jun, flagged, “In many places, Indian border
roads were built close to, on, or even across the control lines claimed by the Chinese side,
which resulted in the continuous encroachment and penetration of areas that were controlled
by the Chinese side.”” He goes on to note, “In the 21st century, especially since Modi took
office, nearly all major border face-offs and conflicts between China and India have been
closely related to border defense infrastructure, especially the rushed construction of roads
from the Indian side.”

This infrastructure build-up is then linked by Chinese sources to a supposed plan by the
United States to utilize India to contain China in Asia. India in turn is supposed to be
taking advantage of the competition between the United States and China to build its
relationship with the United States. Chinese government and scholarly statements similarly
voice concern over India’s increasing relationship with the United States. Fu Xiaoqiang,

the vice president of CICIR, wrote a few weeks after the Galwan incident: “India will be
committing a mistake by using the current volatile international situation to take advantage
of the United States’ belligerent behavior against China in order to expand its territory
along the border. With the US identifying China as its top strategic rival, China faces rising
challenges in the global arena. And to make India a pawn in its geopolitical game against
China, Washington has been encouraging New Delhi to encroach upon the Chinese land on
the false assumption that Beijing would compromise its territorial integrity.”>°

When India banned Chinese apps in September 2020, Foreign Ministry spokesperson Hua
Chunying “noticed that almost on the same day, the US State Department called on other
countries to join India in carrying out the so-called ‘Clean Network’ program,” and “won-
der[ed] if there’s connection or coordination between India and the US on this issue.”®” This
was in the aftermath of Operation Snow Leopard. She went on to note, “Independence is so
precious. We hope that the Indian side will stick to it.” During U.S. Secretary of State Mike
Pompeo’s visit to India in October 2020, Foreign Ministry spokesperson Wang Wenbin
noted that “bilateral relations between countries should be conducive to regional peace,
stability and development and should not undermine the legitimate rights and interests of
any third party” and that “certain U.S. politicians” should stop “hyping up the so-called
“China threat,” sowing discord between regional countries and undercutting regional peace
and stability.”*® Hu Shisheng and Wang Jun similarly note, “In recent years, however, the
multi-alignment policy of the Modi government has displayed a growing trend; it is ‘becom-
ing close to the United States’ and ‘seeking allies’ to contain China. In this great geopolitical
game, the Modi government would opt for order led by the United States instead of build-
ing a new one with China. The reason is that in India’s view, the immediate and urgent
challenge to its strategic autonomy stems less from the hegemony of the United States and
more from the competition for regional order between China and India.” Lou Chunhao,

the deputy director at CICIR, writes, “However, against the backdrop of the United States’
strategic competition against China and the rising nationalist sentiment in India in recent
years, India increasingly aims to capitalize on the United States’ strategic competition with
China. . . . If China-India-Pakistan relationship is a mini-triangular relationship that has
regional influence, China-U.S.-India relationship is a large-triangular relationship that has
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growing global implications. And the U.S. factor to a great extent impacts and shapes India’s
China strategy, making it more hawkish and adventurous.” He adds, “India is certain of the
U.S.s strategic need to woo India to counter China, and makes its hawkishness on China

a bargaining chip with the U.S. for greater benefits. And it speculates that China, under
mounting strategic pressure imposed by the U.S., needs to court India. Therefore, it tends to

have a hawkish attitude toward China.”*’

In March 2024, to a question on Arunachal Pradesh and the United States’ recognition of it
as Indian territory, MND spokesperson Wu Qian replied that “the U.S. has a terrible record
of stoking disputes between other countries for selfish gains.”** Since late 2023, Beijing has
called for India to enhance “strategic mutual trust,” which in Chinese parlance is signaling
its concern that India has drawn too close to the United States for China’s comfort.”*! As the
author has argued elsewhere using Chinese sources, China is misinterpreting India’s deep-
ening relationship with the United States.?* It is seeing the deepening India—U.S. relation-
ship as Washington’s attempt to bring bloc confrontation to Asia and setting geopolitical
traps, rather than India’s pursuit of its own national interests of development and security.
Approximately a week before the India-China agreement on patrolling was announced on
October 21, 2024, and certainly while negotiations between the SHMCs were ongoing,
China’s MND spokesperson noted that the Quad has become a “sheer political tool for the
U.S. to contain China and maintain its hegemony” and that “we require relevant countries
to give up their obsession with zero-sum mindset.”** India is a part of the Quad, and thus,
these statements apply to it as well.

Whether China views India’s border build-up as instigated by the United States has been
discussed above. However, why has this concern led Beijing to escalate at the border rather
than address its concerns through other channels? On this subject, M. Taylor Fravel, in his
book on China’s behavior in territorial disputes from 1949-2008, argues that China has
escalated in its frontier disputes in response to a perceived decline in claim strength in the
dispute.?®* It has used force to “arrest or reverse declines in claim strength when its militarily
most powerful neighbors [India being one of them, according to Fravel] have sought to

7265 Claim strength, according to this theory,

shift the local balance of forces in their favour.
has two components. The first component (C1) is the amount of contested territory that a
state occupies. The second component (C2) is the ability to project military power over all
contested areas, including those that a state claims but does not control. Power projection

here refers to the local military balance.

It is worth examining whether this thesis is applicable to the 2020 standoff, where China
escalated by moving forces to eastern Ladakh and sought to change the status quo in seven
separate locations. Did China perceive its claim strength in eastern Ladakh as declining

in terms of the amount of disputed territory under its control (C1) and the local military
balance (C2)? In terms of Cl, it is possible that India’s decision in August 2019 to change
the status of Ladakh to a union territory (UT) directly administered from New Delhi was
seen as a change in the status quo by China, threatening the amount of territory under its
control. On the day the UT of Ladakh was created, Chinese Foreign Ministry spokesper-
son Geng Shuang noted, “India is challenging China’s sovereign rights and interests by
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unilaterally revising domestic law and administrative division. This is illegal, null and void.
It will neither change the fact that the relevant region is under China’s actual control nor
produce any effect. We urge India to respect China’s territorial sovereignty, abide by bilateral
agreements, and safeguard the peace and tranquility in the border region with concrete ac-
tions to create conditions for a proper settlement of the border issue with China.”?*® Chinese
scholars link India’s 2019 decision to the 2020 standoff. In June 2020, Lan Jianxue of the
CIIS wrote that the “carving up of Ladakh as a separate Union Territory directly governed
by New Delhi in August 2019 were harbingers of India’s ambitious policy,” and “the inclu-
sion of Chinese territory into its so-called newly formed Union Territory of Ladakh triggered
the confrontation with China on the border.”* Similarly, in July 2022, Lou Chunhao and
Wang Chong of the CICIR wrote that India’s move was “undermining Chinese territory

sovereignty.” >

In terms of the local military balance (C2), it is true that India has increased its military in-
frastructure at the border over the past two decades.”® Indian diplomat-scholars have noted
that China had become accustomed to the favorable military balance at the border, which
it felt was threatened by India’s development of its military infrastructure there.”’” Chinese
sources too demonstrate concern at India’s infrastructure build-up, as evidenced by the state-
ments from Zhao Lijian, Lan Jianxue, Hu Shisheng, and Wang Jun. Coming to the 2020
standoff in particular, China’s ambassador to India, Sun Weidong, noted a few days after
the Galwan incident that “since the beginning of this year, the Indian side has continuously
built facilities at or crossing the LAC in the Galwan Valley, constantly changing the status
quo of ground control.”*”' Lou Chunhao and Wang Chong sound a cautionary note about
India’s infrastructure build-up and note, “The Indian government’s new operation model is
reminiscent of Nehru’s “forward policy.” Taking history as a mirror, the underestimating of

Chinese will to use force to safeguard sovereignty and territorial integrity must be avoided.”*”>

Fravel’s book covered China’s behavior in territorial disputes up until 2008. It is worth
mentioning two trends thereafter that have increased the likelihood of China using force to
arrest decline in its claim strength in a territorial dispute. First, since 2008, particularly after
the global financial crisis, China has felt more capable, confident, and moved on from Deng
Xiaoping’s policy of “hide and bide” in its international affairs.””> According to Rush Doshi,
former director and later deputy senior director for China and Taiwan in U.S. President Joe
Biden’s National Security Council, Hu Jintao, in 2009, called for China to take a firmer
line in territorial disputes.””* Second, as the Chinese economy has slowed over the past few
years, the Chinese Communist Party has increasingly turned to nationalism and ideology

to retain its legitimacy.”> These have increased the country’s tendency to assume a harder
posture toward its borders.””® China enacted a new land border law in 2021, which signals
Beijing’s concerns over the security of its land borders and prescribes the actions necessary to

safeguard border security.””’

To conclude, India and China seem to be engaged in a classical security dilemma. Beijing is

seeing India’s border infrastructure build-up and its relationship with the United States as
a move targeted towards it. Thus, it has sought to coerce India. On the other hand, Indian
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stakeholders view the border infrastructure build up and the relationship with the United
States as entirely necessary and legitimate pursuits given India’s security and development
needs. These differing perspectives reflect a genuine difference in approach on both sides.

Policy Prescriptions

1. Itis worthwhile for both sides to engage in political dialogue to communicate their
different perspectives and bridge the gap in trust and understanding, a gap that has only
widened since 2020. A strategic back channel, akin to the one between United States
NSA Jake Sullivan and Chinese State Councilor and Foreign Minister Wang Yi could
prove useful in this regard.””®

2. ltis necessary for both sides to recognize each other’s power, status, and role in the
Indo-Pacific and evolve a new political understanding and modus vivendi on the basis
of these realities. India recognizes China’s role in the region when the former speaks of a
free, open, and inclusive Indo-Pacific. China’s reconciliation to the reality of India’s role,
autonomy, and agency will prove conducive to peace and tranquility in the region.

3. Given that China views India through the lens of its relationship with the United States,
it is worthwhile for India to address this misconception by emphasizing to China that
India follows an independent foreign policy guided by its own interests. This exercise
of emphasizing strategic autonomy is already underway. In his meeting with Foreign
Minister Wang Yi on the sidelines of the G20 summit on November 18, 2024, EAM
Jaishankar emphasized that India’s “foreign policy has been principled and consistent,
marked by independent thought and action. . . . India does not view its relationships

through the prism of other nations.”*”

Conclusion

Apart from the takeaways mentioned in each phase of the standoff, this analysis of the
negotiations leads to three sets of conclusions.

1. Itis possible to chronologically divide the standoff into three phases.
e April 2020-September 2020, which was characterized by divergent postures on the
causes of the tensions, both sides managing the immediate tensions and attempting

to reduce the risk of a crisis such as the Galwan incident;

e September 2020—September 2022, when both sides achieved progress in negotia-
tions and subsequent disengagement in four locations;
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*  September 2022—December 2024, when both sides adopted increasingly divergent
and hardened postures on the standoff, the need for disengagement, and the
placing of the border situation in broader India-China relations. In recent months,
both sides have stepped up engagement and efforts to achieve consensus. This
resulted in an agreement on patrolling in Depsang and Demchok, which has led to
disengagement.

2. Itis possible to summarize both sides’ position on the standoff as follows.

 India’s position is that China is responsible for commencing the standoff in April—
May 2020. Its stance is that disengagement of troops in Depsang and Demchok
should be followed by de-escalation and restoration of peace and tranquility in the
border areas. Broader India-China relations are dependent on this last point.

*  China’s position is that India is responsible for the tensions in eastern Ladakh,
including the Galwan incident. While desiring a solution to the standoff, it would
prefer that broader India-China relations not be affected by the border situation and
that the border be placed in an appropriate place in bilateral ties. It suggests that
better overall India-China relations will have trickle-down effects on the border
situation.

3. 'This paper concludes that India and China are faced with a classical security dilemma,
and a possible path forward is suggested.

*  China views India’s border infrastructure build-up as a threat because it sees it as
part of a plan by the United States to contain China in the Indo-Pacific. Thus, it has
sought to coerce India.

* India in turn views the development of border infrastructure as necessary for its
security and the deepening of India—U.S. relations as necessary for its development
and security.

e Thus, both sides are faced with a classical security dilemma. It is worthwhile
attempting to engage in dialogue at the political level to bridge the gap in under-
standing and the trust deficit in bilateral ties.

*  Both sides must evolve a new political understanding and modus vivendi based on
the realities of the power and role played by both sides in the Indo-Pacific.

*  Meetings at the politico-strategic level have a positive effect on border standoff
negotiations and have helped achieve disengagement in the friction points in eastern
Ladakh. Thus, it is worthwhile to explore this avenue to push for further resolution
of the standoff and to use it as a path to pursue trust-building between the two sides.
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