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THINKING THROUGH THE NEPAL POLICY
India should reject the Nepali state’s ill-conceived territorial claims
but do all to nurture the Nepali people’s goodwill
On August 15, Nepal Prime Minister K.P. Sharma Oli made a friendly gesture towards India
by telephoning Prime Minister Narendra Modi to convey greetings on India’s Independence Day. This
should be welcomed. This was followed by a meeting of the India-Nepal Joint Project Monitoring
Committee on August 17 chaired by the Indian Ambassador to Nepal and the Nepal Foreign
Secretary.
The committee was set up to review progress in the large number of bilateral cooperation
projects. An India-Nepal Joint Commission meeting at the level of Foreign Ministers is due later in
October but may be held virtually due to the novel coronavirus pandemic. But will the two sides hold
Foreign Secretary-level talks on the vexed boundary issue that is related to Kalapani and Susta?
Unilateral actions:
The Nepali side has upset the apple cart by taking a series of unilateral actions. A relatively
minor dispute involving about 35 square kilometres of territory around the Kalapani springs, was
expanded to claim a large wedge of Indian territory towards the east, measuring nearly 400 square
kilometres. The expanded claim was incorporated into Nepal through a constitutional amendment
and a revised official map. India has been confronted with a fait accompli though Nepal has
conveyed its willingness to negotiate on the issue in Foreign Secretary-level talks. India should be
willing to engage in talks with Nepal on all aspects of India-Nepal relations. But any talks on the
Kalapani issue should be limited to the area which was the original subject for negotiations and
Susta. To agree to talks which include the unilateral changes will create a very bad precedent not
only in India-Nepal relations but in managing India’s borders in general. This is irrespective of Nepal
presenting historical documents or maps which support its claims.
Borders which have been accepted by both sides for more than 100 years and which have
also been reflected on their official maps cannot be unilaterally altered by one side coming up with
archival material which has surfaced in the meantime. This would make national boundaries unstable
and shifting, and create avoidable controversies between countries as is the case now between India
and Nepal.
Geography and boundaries:
The Treaty of Sugauli of 1816 sets the Kali river as the boundary between the two countries
in the western sector. There was no map attached to the treaty. Nepal is now claiming that the main
tributary of the Kalapani river rises east of the Lipu Lekh pass from the Limpiyadhura ridgeline and
hence should serve as the border. Even if the lengthiest tributary may be one principle for a riverine
boundary, which is itself debatable, it is not the only one. There are many boundaries which do not
follow any geographical principle at all but are the result of historical circumstances, mutual
agreement and legal recognition.
The fact is that once the British side carried out detailed surveys of the region, they
consistently showed the India-Nepal border heading due north of Kalapani springs to a few
kilometres east of the Lipu Lekh Pass. This alignment never changed in subsequent years and was
also reflected in Nepali official maps. This is just a fact.
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It has been argued that it was the East India Company and successor governments which
engaged in “cartographic chicanery” to shift the source of the Kali river towards the east. What
prevented successive Nepali governments to reject such chicanery and assert the Nepali claim?
There is no record of such a claim being raised at any point including when the Company was in a
generous mood, having received Nepali help in putting down the 1857 Indian war of independence.
In 1969, the then Prime Minister of Nepal Kirti Nidhi Bisht, demanded that India military
personnel manning 17 villages along the Nepal-Tibet border since the early 1950s be withdrawn.
Here is the National Panchayat record of Bisht’s statement: “The Minister informed that the check
posts manned by the Indian nationals exist in seventeen villages — Gumsha, Mustang, Namche
Bazar, Lamabagar, Kodari, Thula, Thumshe, Thulo, Olanchung Dola, Mugu,Simikot, Tin Kar, Chepuwa,
Jhumshung, Pushu, Basuwa and Selubash.”
If Lipu Lekh and Kalapani were on Nepali territory then why were they omitted from the list?
I have pointed out earlier that the argument that the omission was due to Nepali
“magnanimity” taking into account India’s security concerns vis-à-vis China is laughable. The
withdrawal of Indian military personnel from the Nepal-Tibet border was precisely to win brownie
points with China.
The inconvenient fact is that the Chinese, at least since 1954, have accepted Lipu Lekh Pass
as being in Indian territory. In the Nepal-China boundary agreement of 1960, the starting point of the
boundary is clearly designated at a point just west of the Tinker Pass.
History and ties:
In a recent article (The Hindu, Editorial page, August 19, 2020), Nepali journalist Kanak Mani
Dixit advised Indians “must try and understand why Nepal does not have an ‘independence day’”,
the implication being that Indians should with humility remember their history as a colonised
country while Nepal was always an independent nation. Independence Day has meaning for us
because we engaged in a long and painful struggle for independence from British colonial rule. We
also recall that it was the ruler of “independent” Nepal which sent troops to fight alongside the East
India Company, mercilessly killing those who were fighting India’s first war of independence. The
same independent country was happy to receive as reward chunks of Indian territory in the Terai
through the treaty of 1861. If no agreement has superseded the Sugauli treaty as has been claimed
then, perhaps the “Naya Muluk” received after Nepal’s alliance with the Company against Indians
fighting for freedom, should be restituted. Or should this brand of “chicanery” be excused since it
benefited Nepal?
Reversing history selectively may seem tempting but it can open a Pandora’s box which may
have irretrievably negative consequences for what Mr. Dixit rightly describes as “the most exemplary
inter-state relationship of South Asia”.
For India, more than the exemplary inter-state relationship, it is the unique people-to-people
relations between India and Nepal; and, fortunately, inter-state relations have been unable to
undermine the dense affinities that bind our peoples together. While India should reject the Nepali
state’s ill-conceived territorial claims, it should do everything to nurture the invaluable asset it has in
the goodwill of the people of Nepal.

Meanings of Difficult Words:
 think through (phrasal verb) – assess,
contemplate, evaluate, ponder, reflect on.

 ill-conceived (adjective)
carefully planned.

– absurd,
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 nurture (verb) – encourage, promote, foster,
further.
 goodwill (noun)
– friendliness,
neighbourliness, understanding, mutual
support.
 gesture (noun) – action, deed, sign.
 chair (verb) – preside over, lead, control/
direct.
 ambassador (noun) – envoy, diplomat,
consul.
 set up (phrasal verb) – establish, start/begin,
inaugurate, create.
 bilateral (adjective) – involving two groups or
countries.
 due (adjective) – expected, anticipated,
scheduled for.
 hold (verb) – convene, arrange (a meeting).
 virtually (adverb) – through online.
 due to (phrase) – because of, owing to, on
account of, as a result of.
 vexed (adjective) – disputed, contentious,
debatable, controversial.
 unilateral (adjective) – relating to a method
of taking
decisions
(particularly
on
international relations) by a state (country)
individually without considering other states
(countries). In general, it is relating to the
decision taken individually without consulting
with the others concerned.
 upset the apple cart (phrase) – foil,
spoil prevent, thwart (a plan).
 relatively (adverb)
– comparatively,
proportionately, somewhat, to a certain
extent/degree.
 springs (noun) – origin, source, basis.
 Kalapani springs (noun) – origin/source of
Kali river. (Kalapani is a region located in the
easternmost corner of Uttarakhand’s
Pithoragarh district. It shares a broder on the
north with the Tibet Autonomous Region of
China and Nepal in the east and south).
 wedge (noun) – triangle, slice, segment
(resembling a slice of cake).
 confront with (verb) – trouble, bother,
burden, beset, annoy.

 fait accompli (noun) – (from French) an
accomplished fact, something that has
already occurred and cannot be changed.
 willingness (noun)
– readiness,
preparedness, inclination, desire.
 precedent (noun) – model, exemplar,
example,
pattern; previous
example/
instance, prior instance.
 irrespective of (adjective) – notwithstanding,
without regard for, regardless of.
 reflect on (verb) – think about, consider,
review.
 unilaterally (adverb) – used to indicate
something done by a person/country without
approval/agreement from other people/
countries involved in the situation.
 come up with (phrasal verb) – produce, put
forward, present/submit.
 archival (adjective) – relating to archives
(old/historical records, chronicles, annals).
 surface (verb) – appear, come up, arise,
emerge.
 geography (noun) – region.
 Treaty of Sugauli (noun) – the treaty that
established the boundary line of Nepal, was
signed on 2 December 1815 and ratified by 4
March 1816 between the East India Company
and King of Nepal following the AngloNepalese War of 1814-16. By the treaty,
Nepal renounced all claim to the
disputed Tarai, or lowland country, and
ceded its conquests (occupations) west of
the Kali River and extending to the Sutlej
River.
 tributary (noun) – branch river, headwater,
side stream.
 pass (noun) – a navigable (passable) route
(road/passage) through a mountain range.
 ridgeline (noun) – a long narrow range of
hills.
 riverine (adjective) – situated on a river
(bank).
 debatable (adjective)
– controversial,
questionable, disputable.
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 at all (phrase) – conceivably, in any way, by
any means.
 circumstances (noun) – situation, conditions,
state of affairs.
 carry out (phrasal verb) – conduct, perform,
execute.
 consistently (adverb) – always, each time,
invariably.
 subsequent (adjective) – following, ensuing,
succeeding, successive.
 reflect (verb) – indicate, show, reveal,
exhibit.
 successor (noun as modifier) – inheritor,
next-in-line, descendant.
 cartographic (adjective) – relating to the
science or art of making or drawing maps.
 chicanery (noun)
– trickery,
deception,
duplicity, dishonesty.
 successive (adjective)
–
consecutive,
succeeding.
 assert (verb) – insist on, stand up for, uphold,
defend, contend.
 generous (adjective) – kind, good-natured,
soft-hearted.
 put down (phrasal verb) – suppress, crush,
quash, quell, overthrow.
 personnel (noun)
– staff,
employees,
workforce.
 man (verb) – work, operate, occupy.
 point out (phrasal verb) – identify, mention,
indicate, draw attention to.
 omission (noun) – leaving out, exclusion,
non-inclusion.
 magnanimity (noun) – big-heartedness,
generosity, humanity, kindness.
 take into account (phrase) – consider, note,
pay regard to, bear in mind.
 vis-a-vis (preposition) – in relation to, with
regard to.
 laughable (adjective) – ridiculous, irrational,
absurd.
 precisely (adverb) – exactly,
absolutely,
squarely.

 brownie point (noun) – imaginary points one
earns for doing a good deed/action.
 inconvenient (adjective) – unfavourable,
disadvantageous.
 designate (verb) – identify, recognize, state,
classify.
 ties (noun) – bond, association, relationship.
 implication (noun) – consequence/outcome,
ramification, repercussion.
 humility (noun)
– modesty, humbleness,
unassertiveness.
 recall (verb) – bring to mind, call to mind,
think of.
 alongside (preposition) – together with.
 mercilessly (adverb) – ruthlessly, pitilessly,
brutally/cruelly, heartlessly, inhumanly.
 chunk of (noun) – a significant amount of.
 supersede (verb) – replace, supplant,
substitute, displace.
 perhaps (adverb) – maybe, possibly.
 restitute (verb) – to return, to hand back.
 reverse (verb) – alter, change.
 selectively (adverb) – individually, personally.
 tempt (verb) – provoke, rouse incite,
persuade.
 Pandora’s box (noun) – a source of
something (problems, troubles, difficulties,
etc).
 irretrievably (adverb)
– irreparably,
irreversibly, irredeemably.
 consequence (noun)
–
outcome,
ramification, repercussion.
 exemplary (adjective)
–
typical,
characteristic, representative, illustrative.
 inter- (prefix) – between.
 undermine (verb) – reduce, diminish, spoil,
damage, weaken.
 affinity (noun) – harmony; relationship,
bond, connection.
 bind (verb) – unite, join, draw together.
 invaluable (adjective)
– indispensable,
extremely helpful/useful, vitally important.
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