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IN LAC TALKS, FROM PEACE TO CONFLICT PREVENTION 
There seem to be irreconcilable differences between India and China  

over fundamentals of the key border agreements 

The ongoing crisis in eastern Ladakh has raised many issues on the range and trajectory of 

India-China relations. Among these is the future relevance of various agreements that were signed 

between the two countries to maintain peace and tranquillity along the Line of Actual Control (LAC) 

that serves as a de facto border. 

 

Agreements over the years 

Some experts argue that the genesis of the current problem lies in the first agreement 

signed between India and China in 1993. They say India should not have accepted the term ‘LAC’ in 

this agreement as there was no clarity as to where this line lay on the ground, and this ambiguity has 

forced India to adopt a policy of appeasement on the LAC. The absence of a delineated LAC is 

undoubtedly problematic, but it would also be appropriate to put the various agreements in a 

historical context, and dispassionately analyse their impact and their future relevance. 

After the 1962 war, the India-China border was loosely controlled by both sides, with a fairly 

sparse deployment of troops. That did not mean that border claims were diluted by either side, as 

witnessed in the bloody clash at Nathu La in 1967. The China Study Group, established in 1976, gave 

clarity to India’s claims by laying down the patrolling points and guiding the scope of military activity 

along the LAC. 

A significant change in border management occurred after the Chinese occupation of a post 

in the Sumdorong Chu Valley in 1986. The massive response by the Indian Army sparked realisation 

on both sides that the boundary issue needed to be brought to the fore, and pending a settlement, 

some mechanism must be evolved to keep peace along the LAC. 

I was posted as a young Major in the China desk of the Military Operations Directorate when 

Prime Minister Rajiv Gandhi made the breakthrough visit to Beijing in 1988. After his visit, we had 

started working on a number of drafts on confidence-building measures along the LAC. Many of 

these recommendations were incorporated in the Agreement on the Maintenance of Peace and 

Tranquillity along the Line of Actual Control in the India-China Border Areas, signed in 1993. 

The 1993 agreement formalised the LAC concept. However, understanding that there were 

differing perceptions, it called for creating a group of diplomatic and military experts for “resolution 

of differences between the two sides on the alignment of the line of actual control”. The agreement 

eschewed the use of force to settle the boundary issue and, as part of confidence-building measures, 

restricted military exercises and air activity close to the LAC. An essential part of the agreement was 

a reduction in “military forces along the line of actual control in conformity with the requirements of 

the principle of mutual and equal security to ceilings to be mutually agreed”. 

This was followed by the 1996 Agreement Between the Government of the Republic of India 

and the Government of the People’s Republic of China on Confidence-Building Measures in the 

Military Field Along the Line of Actual Control in the India-China Border Areas. It called for reducing 

or limiting military forces to minimum levels and limiting the deployment of major armaments such 

as tanks, artillery guns, and missiles to mutually agreed levels. A 2005 protocol, or the Protocol 

between the Government of the Republic of India and the Government of the People’s Republic of 

China on Modalities for the Implementation of Confidence Building Measures in the Military Field 

Along the Line of Actual Control in the India-China Border Areas, added more confidence-building 
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measures outlining the procedure to be adopted when soldiers of the two sides came to a face-to-

face situation while patrolling areas where there was a differing perception of the LAC. The protocol 

also agreed to expand the mechanism of border meeting points and exchanges between the two 

militaries. Interestingly, there was no mention of a reduction in military forces. 

 

Unimplemented aspects 

Did these agreements serve a useful purpose? Undoubtedly, they resulted in an extended 

period of calm along the LAC and ensured that not a shot was fired. However, two unimplemented 

aspects of the agreements, combined with a shift in military posture by both sides, has led to an 

erosion of confidence-building measures between the two armies in the past few years. 

First, the differences in the alignment of the LAC could not be resolved. Attempts were 

made, and maps were exchanged of the Central sector, but there were apparent irreconcilable 

differences over the Western sector, and the process stalled in 2002. Second, the agreement on 

reducing military forces along the LAC to the minimum was neither seriously discussed nor 

implemented. 

In the late 1980s, when rapprochement with China was being considered, the Indian Army 

looked towards Pakistan as the major threat. However, even at that time, papers produced by my 

superiors in the Military Operations Directorate stated that in about 15 years, India’s primary 

adversary would be China. By the mid-2000s, the northern borders came into increasing focus of the 

military and the government. 

In 2006, a decision was taken to build 73 strategic roads along the LAC. In 2010, two new 

divisions were raised to strengthen deployment in Arunachal Pradesh, and additional formations 

were deployed in Ladakh. In 2013, the Indian government sanctioned the raising of a Mountain 

Strike Corps for the Northern border. As infrastructure improved on the Indian side and larger forces 

were available for patrolling the LAC, face-offs with Chinese patrols increased. In many cases, the 

Chinese soldiers complained that they were being prevented from going up to areas that they had 

traditionally patrolled, but India was defending its perception of the LAC more robustly. 

There is also a mistaken notion that the LAC is some fuzzy and unclear line. India’s 

perception of the LAC is clearly marked on its military maps, and while the soldiers understand that 

there are areas of differing perception, there is no ambiguity about the line that they are tasked to 

defend. Some media reports point out that the Indian Army had not been patrolling in the Depsang 

area after the 2013 intrusion by the Chinese. I will only briefly state that this is not true. 

As face-offs between the two armies became more frequent, protocols weakened. The first 

manifestation of this came in the Depsang intrusion in 2013, and the attempted intrusion at Chumar 

in 2014. In between Depsang and Chumar, both countries signed the Border Defence Cooperation 

Agreement, or the Agreement between the Government of the Republic of India and the 

Government of the People’s Republic of China on Border Defence Cooperation, but it had little 

impact on the ground. 

 

After Doklam 

Even after Chumar, although protocols had weakened, they were still holding, and held out 

till the Doklam incident of 2017. It was after Doklam that we saw greater aggression by both sides. 

On August 15, 2017, videos were flashed all over the media of Indian and Chinese soldiers at 

Pangong Tso involved in stone-throwing. Today, the brutality of deaths along the LAC, the complete 

loss of trust, and disregard for the LAC by China have left all agreements in tatters. 
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Can we go back to a situation where both sides revert to respecting the past agreements? I 

think it is no longer possible because two fundamentals of the agreements — resolution of the 

differing perceptions of the LAC and reduction of military forces — which have been ignored over the 

years stand unimplemented. There seem to be irreconcilable differences over these fundamentals. 

This reality is reflected in the five-point consensus arrived at in the recent meeting between 

the two Foreign Ministers. The two sides have agreed to “conclude new Confidence Building 

Measures to maintain and enhance peace and tranquillity in the border areas”. This is a good step 

forward, although we should no longer be talking about peace and tranquillity along the LAC, but 

conflict prevention. 

Meanings of Difficult Words: 

 Line of Actual Control (LAC) (noun) – the de-

facto (effective) border between India and 

China. The LAC is a 4,057-km border running 

through three areas-Western (Ladakh, 

Ladakh (Kashmir)), middle (Uttarakhand, 

Himachal) and eastern (Sikkim, Arunachal). 

 irreconcilable (adjective) – completely 

different, directly opposed,  incompatible;  

uncompromising,  inflexible. 

 difference (noun) – disagreement, difference 

of opinion, misunderstanding. 

 range (noun) – variety/diversity. 

 trajectory (noun) – approach, direction/ 

course. 

 relevance (noun) – significance, importance. 

 tranquillity (noun) – peacefulness, 

restfulness, calmness, quietness. 

 de facto (adjective) – Latin, literally ‘of fact’; 
existing, actual, effective. 

 genesis (noun) – origin/source, beginning, 

emergence. 

 ambiguity (noun) – inexactness, 

doubtfulness, obscurity/opacity. 

 appeasement (noun) – conciliation, 

pacification, concession/accommodation. 

 delineated (adjective) – outlined, delimited, 

marked off. 

 context (noun) – circumstances, conditions, 

situation. 

 sparse (adjective) – limited, minimal, least, 

distributed thinly. 

 deployment (noun) – the act of employing 

forces/troops into effective action. 

 lay down (phrasal verb) – formulate, 

establish, institute, determine. 

 patrolling (noun) – watching/guarding an 

area (over a period of time). 

 occupation (noun) – capture, invasion, 

takeover, annexation. 

 post (noun) – border outpost, a military 

base/camp, command post (for border 

patrol). 

 Valley (noun) – a low area between hills or 

mountains typically with a river running 

through it. Valley is a metonym of Jammu & 

Kashmir in this context (Metonym is used as 

an alternative for something else with which 

it is closely related/associated). 

 bring to the fore (phrase) – to move  

something forward to a most important 

position (to make it more visible). 

 mechanism (noun) – procedure, process, 

method/technique. 

 breakthrough (noun) – very important/ 

significant development or progress. 

 confidence building measures/mechanisms  

(noun) – confidence-building measures 

(CBMs) are planned procedures to prevent 

hostilities, to avert escalation, to reduce 

military tension, and to build mutual trust 

between countries. 

 formalise (verb) – legalize, legitimize, agree 

to (rules & regulations). 

 lie (verb) – be present, be contained, exist. 

 perception (noun) – understanding, insight, 

discernment. 

 call for (phrasal verb) – require, publicly 

ask/necessitate, demand. 

 diplomatic (adjective) – (delicate & sensitive) 

consular, foreign-policy, political. 
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 eschew (verb) – abstain from, refrain from, 

give up, forgo. 

 conformity (noun) – agreement with, 

accordance with, compliance with, obedience 

to. 

 ceiling (noun) – upper limit, maximum, 

highest permissible level. 

 artillery (noun) – big guns, heavy weapons, 

cannons. 

 protocol (noun) – procedure, convention, 

rules of conduct. 

 modality (noun) – a particular method or 

procedure. 

 outline (verb) – indicate, summarize, draft, 

sketch out. 

 face-to-face (adjective) – intimidating, 

confronting, stare out. 

 differing (adjective) – dissimilar, different, 

varying, contrasting. 

 shift (noun) – change. 

 posture (noun) – position, approach, 

attitude, standpoint, view. 

 erosion (noun) – disintegration, 

deterioration, decline, undermining/ 

weakening. 

 apparent (adjective) – evident/clear, visible, 

noticeable, recognizable. 

 stall (verb) – obstruct, block, interrupt, stop, 

halt, restrict. 

 rapprochement (noun) – reconciliation, 

reuniting, restoration of harmony, 

compromise/ understanding. 

 look towards (verb) – consider, regard, think 

about something. 

 Corps (noun) – it literally means “army 

body”; The corps is treated as an operational 

unit of employment by the Army and can be 

comprised of 20,000-45,000 soldiers. It is 

sometimes known as a field corps, which 

consists of two or more divisions. It is 

commanded by the Corps Commander, who 

holds the rank of Lieutenant General. 

 “Corps” was first introduced in France about 

1805 by Napoleon as a more flexible tactical 

grouping of two or more divisions.  

 adversary (noun) – rival, enemy, nemesis/ 

opponent, competitor. 

 formation (noun) – an arrangement of 

people or things acting as a unit. 

 sanction (verb) – approve, support, endorse. 

 face-off (noun) – clash, conflict,  

confrontation,  skirmish. 

 robustly (adverb) – strongly, sturdily, 

resolutely. 

 mistaken (adjective) – misguided, incorrect, 

 misinformed, wrong. 

 notion (noun) – idea, belief, concept. 

 fuzzy (adjective) – indistinct, blurred, unclear. 

 be tasked (verb) – allot, allocate, assign a 

task/job/work. 

 point out (phrasal verb) – identify, mention, 

indicate, draw attention to. 

 intrusion (noun) – encroachment, trespass, 

 violation. 

 manifestation (noun) – display, 

demonstration,  appearance, indication.  

 on the ground (phrase) – in a situation/place 

where things are happening really/ 

practically. 

 hold out (phrasal verb) – continue, 

persevere, keep going; have a feeling of 

(hope). 

 aggression (noun) – hostility, belligerence,  

combativeness, warmongering, hawkishness. 

 brutality (noun) – cruelty, barbarity,  

inhumanity. 

 disregard (noun) – indifference, non-

observance, negligence, lack of attention. 

 in tatters (phrase) – shattered, destroyed; 

ruined, in disarray. 

 revert to (verb) – return, go back, change 

back. 

 stand (verb) – remain in force, remain valid, 

remain effective. 

 reflect (verb) – indicate, show, reveal, 

exhibit. 

 arrive at (phrasal verb) – achieve, attain, 

reach, accomplish (a conclusion/decision). 

 a step forward (noun) – improvement, 

development, advancement. 
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