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Chairman Cleveland, Vice Chair Bartholomew and Members of the Commission, thank you very
much for your invitation to testify on the China-India boundary crisis and its implications.
The China-India relationship has had elements of cooperation, competition and potentially conflict.
When they met in October 2019, Chinese leader Xi Jinping and Indian prime minister Narendra Modi
sought to stress the cooperative elements in the relationship, which the two countries have tried to
increase over the last two decades. However, since the beginning of the year, the novel coronavirus
pandemic and the boundary crisis have ensured that the competitive and conflictual elements of the
Sino-Indian relationship have dominated—and are likely to persist, if not increase. Recent
developments have demonstrated that despite Delhi and Beijing’s efforts to engage and to stabilize
their relationship, it remains a fundamentally competitive one that can spillover into conflict.
Motives, Timing & Assessments
Motives: The motivations for the People’s Liberation Army’s initial moves at the China-India Line of
Actual Control (LAC) in May, which Delhi saw as a unilateral attempt to change the status quo, are
still a subject of debate. Analysts have put forth various possibilities: a Chinese effort to incrementally
salami-slice or nibble its way to additional territory and present India with a fait accompli; a desire to
put India in its place; concerns about Indian infrastructure building; Delhi changing the status of
Ladakh (separating it from Jammu & Kashmir, and centrally administering it); or as a warning against
India further deepening its relations with the U.S. and its allies.
Others have noted that the PLA action at the LAC did not occur in isolation and have pointed to a
broader pattern of Chinese assertiveness over the last few months. Along with moving forward with
the National Security Law in Hong Kong, Beijing has also seemed to target imports of barley, beef
and wine from Australia. Canberra has also revealed major cyber-attacks on various organizations,
with some officials confirming China as the culprit. 2 Japan, in turn, has flagged daily Chinese coast
guard activity near the Senkaku Islands and “suspicious aircrafts heading to Japan’s airspace” more
frequently as subjects of concern. 3 Taipei has complained about increased Chinese military activity in
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its vicinity. 4 Hanoi, on its part, has objected to Chinese vessels ramming—and in one case sinking—
Vietnamese fishing boats in the South China Sea (SCS). 5 There were also reports of maritime
harassment against other SCS claimants (Malaysia, Philippines). 6 In addition, Chinese coast guard and
fishing vessels operating off the Natuna islands resulted in a stand-off with Indonesia. 7 And Beijing
charged two Canadians for spying—and linked their 18-month detention to the Canadian detention
of the chief financial officer of Huawei. 8 Meanwhile, a number of European countries and the United
Kingdom have been subjected to coercive rhetoric from China’s “wolf warrior” diplomats. 9
There is a debate about whether this Chinese assertiveness on a number of fronts, including against
India, is stemming from (a) Xi Jinping acting out of insecurity, given domestic concern and
international criticism of his regime’s handling of the coronavirus pandemic, and wanting to
demonstrate resolve or strength, 10 or (b) Beijing’s desire to take advantage of other countries, including
the United States, being on the backfoot or distracted due to the coronavirus. 11
On the Chinese actions against India, former Indian national security advisor and ambassador to China
Shivshankar Menon has suggested the first is at play, noting that “China has a pattern of risk-taking
behavior at times of domestic crisis.” 12
As far as the Indian government is concerned, external affairs minister S. Jaishankar has said, “frankly,
we are at a loss to know why” Beijing has taken this approach. 13
One thing that does seem clear, given the scale of the initial PLA deployment and activity, is that these
movements were neither accidental nor the result of a local commander’s initiative. What is still not
clear is what led to the the clash of June 15 that resulted in the first fatalities on the China-Indian
boundary in 45 years.
Timing: The timing of the PLA’s actions was not surprising. The weather and terrain in the area mean
that there is a window for such activity from around May to September each year. 14 This is also the
period during which the two sides undertake military exercises on their respective sides of the LAC.
This year, India postponed its exercise due to the pandemic. However, after a short delay, China did
conduct its annual spring military exercise. Indeed, the PLA is reported to have undertaken its initial
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moves to change the status quo at the LAC by redeploying its troops involved in this exercise. On the
other hand, the Indian postponement meant that its military did not have a presence in matching
strength on its side of the LAC, which the PLA could have seen as an opportunity to act before India
had a chance to move troops from other locations.
Evaluating outcomes: It is difficult to assess how Beijing might be evaluating the success of its actions
without a better sense of its motivations. If, for instance, its goals were to acquire territory and
consolidate its claims, presenting India with a fait accompli and changing the LAC, it might deem the
moves a success (though this is still an ongoing situation and the final disposition is as yet unclear). If
Beijing’s objectives were to stop or dissuade Indian infrastructure building on its side of the LAC,
reverse Indian moves in Ladakh, or deter Delhi from a closer relationship with the US and other
partners, then the Chinese moves have been ineffective, if not counterproductive. Furthermore, they
have fueled concerns in a number of countries of an assertive, if not aggressive China that is willing
to risk escalation and challenge the rules-based order. Finally, if Chinese policymakers’ idea was to
make tactical gains while keeping the broader China-India relationship intact, recent developments
should have put paid to that expectation.
Impact on Indian Perceptions & the Sino-Indian Relationship
China has publicly sought a return to business as usual in the relationship. Wang Yi and other officials
have called for the border issues to be placed in “a proper place in bilateral ties.” 15 However, while
Beijing is seeking a restoration of the status quo ante in the relationship, Delhi has made clear that
what it wants is a restoration of the status quo ante at the boundary (i.e. the PLA to return to its
positions as of late April). Government officials have stressed that the boundary issue and the broader
relationship cannot be separated, asserting that the “maintenance of peace and tranquility in border
areas is sine qua non for progress in [the] rest of [the] bilateral relationship.” 16
Even as their militaries remain deployed in large numbers at frontline positions, the two countries’
military and diplomatic officials are engaged in dialogue. However, former Indian foreign secretary
Shyam Saran asserted in July that “tensions may subside, but the relationship will never be the same
again.” 17 The suggestion is that Delhi might return to engaging Beijing in the future, but even the
nature, extent and expectations of that engagement will change.
For now, tensions have not subsided and the longer the boundary crisis continues, the greater its
impact will be on the broader Sino-Indian relationship.
Impact on perceptions: Together with the coronavirus pandemic and its health and economic
consequences, the boundary crisis has already had an effect on Indian perceptions. The Indian
ambassador to China has noted the considerable damage to India’s trust in China. Moreover, the
recent developments have reinforced and even accelerated existing Indian concerns about China
(some of which have existed since the mid-to-late 1950s). 18
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In the foreign and security policy establishment, there are widespread calls for a reassessment of
India’s China policy. The boundary crisis—and particularly the fatal clash in June—has resulted in a
remarkable convergence among the Indian government’s former China hands on the ideas of a
watershed moment, of significant damage to Sino-Indian ties, of a more adversarial relationship in the
future, and of the need for India to build its strength and its partnerships further to tackle China. This
contrasts with the messaging coming from Chinese officials who have stated that “the orientation of
China and India as partners, friendly cooperation and common development remain unchanged.” 19
Indian public sentiment on China, already turning sour due to the pandemic, also deteriorated further
because of the killing of Indian soldiers in June. Among other things, this has resulted in calls to
boycott Chinese products, partners and sponsors. 20
More significantly, the boundary crisis has hardened official views of China in India. The Indian home
minister has linked China both to the boundary and health crises affecting the country. The Indian
external affairs minister told his China counterpart after the June 15 clash, “this unprecedented
development will have a serious impact on the bilateral relationship.” 21
Furthermore, the Indian government has called the Chinese “actions and behavior” a “clear violation
of the bilateral agreements and protocols concluded between the two countries” over a two-decade
period from 1993. 22 And the external affairs has added a reminder that, despite a boundary dispute
that dates backs decades, “It was because of these agreements and the adherence to them that the
bilateral relationship moved forward in other, different spheres, including the economic one.” 23
The boundary crisis indeed seems to have weakened the hands of those in Indian policymaking circles
that argued for more engagement with China or for the idea that economic ties would help alleviate
political strains.
Policy consequences: Thus, beyond rhetoric, there have already been policy consequences. These have
resulted from the intensification of Indian concerns about (a) economic overdependence on and
exposure to China, (b) inroads that Chinese companies—particularly those with close links with the
state—have made into certain Indian economic sectors that are sensitive, and (c) avenues of Chinese
influence in the country. This has led to a slew of measures that will restrict or scrutinize Chinese
activities in the economic, technology, telecommunications, public diplomacy and education sectors.
Even before the boundary crisis, the Indian government had announced restrictions on foreign direct
investment from countries that share a land boundary with India—a move clearly directed against
China. Furthermore, it reportedly urged the Securities and Exchange Board of India to increase its
scrutiny of foreign portfolio investment from China and Hong Kong. 24
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Since the Chinese actions at the boundary, the Indian government has taken further action. Some have
interpreted Prime Minister Modi’s emphasis on atmanirbharta (self-reliance) over the last few months
as primarily designed to reduce India’s economic dependence on China. Road Transport, Highways
and MSME minister Nitin Gadkari has indeed said, “imports from China will be discouraged and the
country will take large strides towards self-reliance.” He also indicated that, within his portfolio,
Chinese companies could be excluded from future road construction projects. 25
The government has amended public procurement rules “to enable imposition of restrictions on
bidders from countries which share a land border with India” on defence and national security
grounds. 26 And its online procurement platform now requires vendors to identify the country of origin
of products. 27
There have also been reports of other steps, signals and scrutiny. An Indian state government has put
on hold some agreements with Chinese companies, and indicated that the central government has told
them “not to sign any further agreements with Chinese companies.” 28 Delhi is reportedly considering
further measures to curb and scrutinize imports, including to prevent Chinese goods from being
routed through third countries. 29 There are have also been reports that Indian state-owned oil
companies will no longer use Chinese tankers to ship crude oil or petroleum products. 30 On a more
positive note, the Indian government is providing incentives for Indian and foreign companies to
manufacture in India, and to reduce dependence on Chinese imports in particular sectors like solar
power, electronics and pharmaceuticals.
Sino-Indian technology sector ties have also been affected. The amendments to Indian investment
rules will adversely affect Chinese technology companies interested or operating in India. Moreover,
in three tranches, India has banned a number of Chinese apps on the grounds that they are “prejudicial
to sovereignty and integrity of India, defence of India, security of state and public order.” These
include TikTok, almost a third of whose total downloads come from India, as well as AliPay. 31
There has also been an impact on the telecommunications sector. State-owned firms BSNL and
MTNL canceled a tender issued in March to upgrade their 4G networks. The revised tender is
expected to exclude Chinese firms Huawei and ZTE from bidding to provide equipment. 32 There are
also reports that the Indian government is ready to use investment restrictions to exclude these
companies from India’s 5G trials. This is a shift from the Indian approach earlier in the year when the
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government had announced that it would permit all vendors, including Huawei, to participate in the
trials. 33
In addition, after a phase of encouraging travel and exchanges from China, the Indian government
seems set to adjust course in this sphere. Delhi is reportedly considering requiring prior security
clearance for visas for Chinese business, civil society and academic professionals. Indian institutions’
and universities’ agreements with Chinese organizations, particularly Hanban, are also being reviewed
and likely to be discouraged. 34
Responses and the Road Ahead
Current responses: The response to these policy changes in India have been mixed. There have been
questions about India’s ability to reduce dependence on China, and the costs that will entail—
particularly as India deals with the economic fallout of the pandemic. There are also concerns about
supply disruptions, especially since Prime Minister Modi has been emphasizing the importance of
India playing a greater role in global value chains. Others have questioned the government’s motives,
suggesting these moves stem from a protectionist impulse and are reminiscent of pre-liberalization
import substitution policies. 35 And there has been anxiety in some quarters of the technology sector
because China has been a major source of investment for Indian start-ups—by one estimate, twothirds with a billion-plus-dollar value have at least one Chinese investor. Some of these investments
have reportedly been put on hold. 36
Former Indian officials have acknowledged that these restrictions will hurt India, but have argued that
it is still worthwhile to take these steps to reduce Indian exposure to and overdependence on China—
and noted that it might be easier to take these steps when Indians are already feeling economic pain
as a result of the pandemic fallout. Gautam Bambawale, a former Indian ambassador to China, also
expected these steps to lead to a deterioration of Sino-India ties, but said “so be it.” 37 Others have
argued that alternative sources of capital and imports exist and should be explored. Indian government
officials, on their part, have indicated that they neither expect overnight overcomes nor total
decoupling, but stressed the importance of starting the process.
The Chinese response has been a mix of persuasion, objections, warnings, and suggestions of legal
action or retaliation. In isolation, one or two Indian steps might not have mattered to the Chinese
government—India, for instance, is far more dependent on Chinese imports than the other way
around. But collectively, they can have an impact. Moreover, in particular sectors like
telecommunications and technology, these Indian restrictions have implications for Chinese
companies’ valuations and their access to a significant and growing market. Beijing also seems worried
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about the global impact and perceptions of the Indian moves, and has raised questions about the link
between Indian actions and those of others like the U.S. and Australia. 38
Thus, the Chinese government has objected to a number of the steps India has taken to restrict
Chinese activities. The Chinese ambassador to India Sun Weidong has spoken to civil society and
media audiences calling for relations to get back on track. But he has also warned against the “forced
decoupling of the Chinese and Indian economies,” noting that “it will only lead to a ‘lose-lose’
outcome.” The ambassador has further suggested that Indian restrictions “violate market laws and
WTO rules.” Furthermore, he has reminded Indians of how dependent they are on imports of certain
products from China, and warned that even non-Chinese multinational companies operating in India
will be adversely affected. 39 Chinese state-linked media outlets have gone further, suggesting that
Beijing could retaliate. That, however, would likely only prove the Indian government’s point and
could lead to further Indian restrictions, including, on exports to China of pharmaceuticals, for
instance.
Other potential sources of leverage: Nonetheless, China does have points of leverage include its ability
to pressure India further on the boundary. It can also complicate India’s internal security situation
(particularly in India’s northeast as it did in the past), and Delhi’s regional options given Beijing’s
expanding ties with India’s territorial and maritime neighbors. Furthermore, China can use its
relationship with Pakistan as a tool to pressure—or reassure—India. Beijing can also be helpful or
harmful to Indian interests in key international bodies, especially the U.N. Security Council. Finally,
while China’s ability to use economic coercion with India is relatively limited because of their still
limited—and lop-sided—investment relationship, there are areas Beijing could target. For instance,
India’s pharmaceutical sector, which is fairly dependent on imports of active pharmaceutical
ingredients or India’s automotive sector that needs components from China.
India, in turn, also has other sources of leverage beyond its market, which China and its companies
have wanted to access. Another is the presence of Tibetan leaders and refugees in India. A third is
Delhi’s ability to complicate Beijing’s interests—and exploit its vulnerabilities—in the Indian Ocean.
A fourth could be doing more with Taiwan. Finally, India’s partnerships—especially, but not only,
with the United States. After all, China might not worry much about India in and of itself given the
gap in the two countries’ relative capabilities, but the US-India partnership does give it pause. Delhi
can also work with these partners to complicate Chinese interests in the region and in international
institutions. In the next few years, it will be chair of the World Health Organisation Executive Board,
a member of the UN Security Council, as well as host of the G-20.
India and its Partners: The boundary crisis will likely result in India doubling down on these
partnerships with like-minded countries. They help India (1) enhance its own capabilities, (2) balance
and deter China, and (3) ensure a rules-based and multipolar order prevails in the region.
There have already been signs that India is moving forward with deepening ties with partners like the
US, Australia and Japan. Bilaterally, Delhi has been in close touch with Washington during the crisis
and seen the US as helpful both as a source of diplomatic support, military equipment and intelligence.
The two countries will be holding their 2+2 defense and diplomacy ministerial dialogue shortly, and
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are expected to sign another foundational agreement that will facilitate interoperability and intelligence
sharing. Delhi is also expected to sign a military logistics agreement with Japan in the near future. It
has recently also signed one with Canberra. Furthermore, it has upgraded its 2+2 with Australia to the
ministerial level, and signed an agreement with that country to cooperate on cyber affairs and critical
technology.
Beyond the bilateral dynamics, concerns about dependence on China have also led India, along with
Australia and Japan, to announce their intention to launch a Supply Chain Resilience Initiative. A
recent meeting of their economic ministers noted that they would welcome other like-minded
partners. 40
Delhi has also showed continued willingness to work with Australia, Japan and the U.S. via the Quad,
with a ministerial meeting expected later this fall. Indian officials have also indicated that they are
ready to include Australia in MALABAR, the annual India-Japan-U.S. maritime exercise. Moreover,
in recent months, it has participated in a deputy secretary of state-level grouping with the other Quad
countries and New Zealand, South Korea and Vietnam to discuss and tackle coronavirus-related
concerns.
Indeed, India can be expected to participate in other such issue- or interest-based coalitions as well.
For instance, the D10 (G7+Australia, India, South Korea, proposed by Britain to deal with concerns
related to reliance on China for 5G and other technologies) or the Global Partnership on Artificial
Intelligence. Delhi has also taken the lead in forming other such initiatives such as the International
Solar Alliance and the Global Coalition for Disaster-Resilient Infrastructure (China is not a member
of any one of these).
At the same time, India is continuing to participate in plurilaterals that involve another partner—
Russia—as well as China: the Russia-India-China trilateral, the BRICS grouping, and the Shanghai
Cooperation Organization. However, the scope and degree of these interactions are more limited,
though on a bilateral basis, Delhi continues to see Moscow as a key partner, particularly in the defense
equipment and technology space.
Conclusion
The boundary crisis remains serious and requires careful watching. The US is probably considering
different scenarios. Members of Congress can encourage the administration to also consider what
Delhi might ask of it in each case, whether or not the US is willing to be responsive, and, if it is,
prepare for those contingencies. In previous crises, Washington has also played a role vis-à-vis Beijing.
However, in the current situation, it is not clear how effective or welcome that might be.
Second, moments like the current one can be clarifying for India, including in terms of which of its
partners is reliable. If the US wants to be responsive or to show support to India, it should convey
this willingness, while taking care not to escalate the situation. Such responsiveness and support will
facilitate a closer Indian alignment with the US in the future. However, Washington should not try to
push India into decisions or choices, or let Delhi think it is taking advantage of the boundary crisis—
that would be unhelpful, if not counterproductive.
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Third, over the last few months, a number of members of Congress have criticized Chinese
assertiveness vis-à-vis India, sought a peaceful resolution of the dispute, as well as expressed support
for the US-India relationship. It is important that this has come from both sides of the aisle—
particularly in an election year, the signal a bipartisan approach sends to Delhi and Beijing is crucial.
It will also help maintain public support for the US relationship in India.
Fourth, Congress in the past has played a crucial role in enabling or facilitating the US-India
partnership, including deeper diplomatic, defense and intelligence cooperation. This role will continue
to be important in maintaining the momentum in the relationship.
Fifth, how India deals with the boundary crisis, as well as the choices and tradeoffs it makes, will affect
the US. It will offer opportunities, but potentially also challenges. For instance, Delhi’s desire to reduce
its economic dependence on China could benefit American companies. But if this leads to broader
Indian protectionism, that could adversely affect American economic interests.
Finally, for partners like India, their willingness to cooperate with the US in the region and globally
will depend not just on Chinese missteps but on the US willingness and ability to respond. A robust
US response to challenges to the rules-based order could help deter certain Chinese behavior; it will
also make Washington a more attractive partner, increasing countries’ willingness to work with the US
and to burden share. Steps that members of Congress can take or encourage the administration to
take to strengthen deterrence in the Indo-Pacific, as well as ensure the maintenance of a rules-based
order will be helpful in this regard.
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