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LOOKING AHEAD AFTER THE LADAKH WALK BACK 
After making a political choice in the disengagement, the government has to now 

deal with the strategic consequences 
 

 In the end, the murmurs of an imminent breakthrough after the last round of military-diplomatic talks 
between India and China on January 24 were finally confirmed last week when Beijing made the 
announcement of the start of disengagement between the two armies, the People’s Liberation Army (PLA) and 
the Indian Army, in Ladakh. New Delhi followed suit the next day with a selectively detailed announcement by 
the Defence Minister in Parliament, where he again took no questions, confirming that the two Himalayan 
neighbours had started walking back from the brink in Ladakh. This is not the end of the 10-month-old military 
stand-off yet but, palpably, the beginning of the end. It is a welcome move because heightened tensions 
between the two nuclear-armed Asian powers serve no useful purpose for anyone, certainly not India’s. 
 
Political priority 
 The current disengagement is limited to two places on the Line of Actual Control (LAC) in Ladakh: north 
bank of Pangong lake and Kailash range to the south of Pangong. There are three other sites of contention on 
the Ladakh border where the PLA had come in — Depsang, Gogra-Hot Springs and Demchok — and talks will 
be held to resolve these after the current phase of disengagement is completed. There have been regular 
clashes between the soldiers of both sides at the north bank of Pangong lake, and nearly a quarter of all the 
Chinese transgressions on the LAC between 2014 and 2019 have taken place in the area. It has limited strategic 
importance, but is a popular tourist spot after the climax of the superhit Hindi film, 3 Idiots, was shot there. 
 Moreover, unlike other areas of contestation, there are habitations in the vicinity of the north bank 
which can observe any Chinese ingress. These sightings have been reported by the elected Ladakhi 
representatives to the media, including in this newspaper, to the embarrassment of the central government 
which has been keen on keeping the news of Chinese control of Indian territory off the news cycle and out of 
public sight. 
 This means the disengagement at north bank was a political priority — imagine the impact of tourists 
visiting the area again to signal normalcy — and led to it being clubbed with the Kailash range to the south of 
the lake. While Chinese troops had moved into the Indian side of the LAC in the other areas, the Kailash range 
was the only place where Indians had taken the initiative to hold hitherto unoccupied peaks in end-August. A 
heavy deployment of troops and tanks caught the Chinese by surprise who responded by their own 
deployment, with the two sides separated by a few yards. 
 
A stance that is unclear 
 With soldiers and tanks in eyeball range, the Kailash range was a tinderbox that could spark off a much 
bigger crisis with a minor accident. The Chinese have been insistent in the talks that the two sides disengage 
from this area first. Knowing that this was the only leverage it had, New Delhi had resisted taking that call until 
now, instead seeking a simultaneous resolution of all the flashpoints on the Ladakh border. In its statement, 
the government has not clarified the reasons for its change of stance which was clearly dictated by something 
more than the desire to remove the most dangerous flashpoint on the border. 
 Even though it does not restore the status quo ante of April 2020 and the details about the south bank 
are sketchy, the disengagement deal on the two banks of Pangong is a fair deal for India when seen from the 
limited prism of only these areas. But when considered from the perspective of the whole LAC in Ladakh, it 
raises questions about the wisdom of giving up the only leverage India had for the sake of disengagement at 
north bank. 
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Depsang issue, buffer zones 
 The Indian military leadership is aware of the strategic importance of the Depsang plains in the Daulat 
Beg Oldi (DBO) sector, not only due to its proximity to the Darbuk-Shyok-Daulat Beg Oldie (DSDBO) road, the 
DBO airstrip and the Karakoram Pass, but because of the threat it poses to Indian control over the Siachen 
glacier. This remains the only area on the Indian landmass where China and Pakistan can physically collude 
militarily, and has been identified by former northern army commanders as tough to defend in case of a 
Chinese military attack. The excuse that the Depsang problem precedes the current crisis on the LAC and thus 
must be treated separately holds little water, for it would be in India’s interest to club them together and find 
a holistic solution. Moreover, even the current crisis on the north bank of Pangong lake has been there since at 
least October 2019 though it flared up substantially in May 2020. 
 The current disengagement plan provides us with a window into the mindset of the Indian decision 
makers who prefer the creation of a ‘no patrol’ zone or buffer zone as a solution to the tensions on the LAC. 
Before the buffer zone was created at the north bank of Pangong, a similar buffer zone was created in Galwan 
in July 2020 around the place where India lost 20 soldiers in a deadly clash a month earlier. That buffer zone 
has held good till date, even though it denies India access to the areas up to PP14 which it patrolled earlier. 
There are worries that such buffer zones would lie majorly on the Indian side of the LAC, thus converting a 
hitherto Indian-controlled territory into a neutral zone. 
 A no patrol zone has not been announced, at least publicly by the Defence Minister, for the Kailash 
range and that exposes the limitations of any plan to create such buffer zones in all the contentious border 
areas for the sake of peace and tranquility on the LAC. Owing to the disputed nature of the border and a lack 
of trust between the two sides, any perceived violations of ‘no patrol’ zones can lead to deadly outcomes as 
seen in Galwan on June 15, 2020. At best, these buffer zones can provide a temporary reprieve but are no 
alternative to the mutual delineation of the LAC and a final settlement of the Sino-Indian boundary. 
 
A power differential 
 As the Indian media highlighted the rapid pace of the PLA’s withdrawal from disengagement sites, 
obliquely suggesting a Chinese weakness, the response from Chinese experts was in the form of a threat. Qian 
Feng, director of the research department at the National Strategy Institute at Tsinghua University was quoted 
in the Global Times saying that if the PLA can withdraw this many armaments and ground forces in one day, it 
can also return equally swiftly. It goes to the nub of New Delhi’s weakness vis-à-vis Beijing: India does not have 
the military capacity and the political will to evict the Chinese troops out of its territory. Because of the power 
differential with China, India’s best-case scenario is to deploy sufficient troops to prevent any PLA ingress as 
was done with a massive deployment on the LAC after May 2020. The option of undertaking a prompt quid pro 
quo military operation in Chinese territory, as advocated by the Non-alignment 2.0 strategy document 
produced by Centre for Policy Research in 2012 (https://bit.ly/37BGGTB), contains escalatory risks which an 
India in economic recession lacks the appetite for. 
 
The enduring impact 
 The Ladakh border crisis of 2020 will leave a lasting impact on India’s strategic calculus. The political 
imperative of defending every inch of territory, while lacking the wherewithal to reverse a Chinese ingress, is 
likely to favour an enhanced deployment of the Indian Army all along the LAC, from Ladakh to Arunachal 
Pradesh. Not only will it stretch the Army, it would divert scarce resources towards the continental border 
away from the maritime domain. With India’s attractiveness to the United States and the Quadrilateral 
Security Dialogue, better known as the Quad, firmly anchored in the Indian Ocean, such a move would work to 
China’s advantage. It is another matter that having struck a disengagement deal with China, New Delhi itself 
may no longer be as enthusiastic about the Quad as it was a couple of months ago when the Chinese threat 
was imminent. Will it lead to a reset of ties with Beijing? 
 By seeking the restoration of peace and tranquillity on the LAC instead of a reversion to the status quo 
ante as of April 2020, the Narendra Modi government has made a political choice in Ladakh. It will have to bear 
the strategic consequences of that choice. 
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Meanings of Difficult Words: 

 look ahead (phrasal verb) – to think about what 

will happen in the future. 

 walk back (phrasal verb) – reverse, withdraw, 

retreat. 

 disengagement (noun) – withdrawal, departure, 

retreat (of military troops from an area of 

conflict). 

 strategic (adjective) – relating to achieving long-

term or overall goals. 

 consequence (noun) – outcome, ramification, 

repercussion. 

 murmur (noun) – whisper, report, speculation, 

rumour, gossip/talk. 

 imminent (adjective) – close/near, about to 

happen, approaching/impending. 

 breakthrough (noun) – very important/significant 

development or progress. 

 diplomatic (adjective) – (delicate & sensitive) 

consular, foreign-policy. 

 follow suit (phrase) – emulate, follow, take 

(another’s actions as an example). 

 brink (noun) – edge/verge/end (of something). 

 stand-off (noun) – deadlock, stalemate, impasse 

(in a dispute/conflict). 

 palpably (adverb) – noticeably, visibly, clearly. 

 the beginning of the end (phrase) – turning point, 

climax, watershed (moment), breaking point. 

 heightened (adjective) – intensified, increased, 

aggravated, exacerbated, worsened. 

 range (noun) – a line or series of mountains/hills 

ranged in a line and connected by high ground. 

 contention (noun) – disagreement, dispute, 

disputation, argument. 

 hot springs (noun) – Hot Springs (Kyam) is the 

location of an Indian border checkpost operated 

by Indo-Tibetan Border Police (ITBP) in the Chang 

Chenmo River valley in Ladakh near the disputed 

border with China. It is so named because there is 

a hot spring at this location. (hot spring is 

generally a spring (well head) with water at 

temperatures substantially higher than the air 

temperature of the surrounding region). 

 transgression (noun) – infringement, 

contravention, breach, violation, overstepping. 

 moreover (adverb) – besides, furthermore, in 

addition. 

 contestation (noun) – contention, disagreement, 

disputation, argument. 

 habitation (noun) – place of residence, house, 

dwelling (place), abode. 

 vicinity (noun) – surrounding area, 

neighbourhood. 

 ingress (noun) – entry, access, means of entry, 

admission. 

 embarrassment (noun) – shame, humiliation, 

awkwardness; problem. 

 keen (adjective) – eager, very interested, wanting 

(to do something). 

 keep off (phrasal verb) – avoid, stay away from, 

shun, evade, dodge, bypass. 

 out of sight (phrase) – hidden, concealed, not 

visible, unseen, invisible. 

 normalcy (noun) – a normal condition; normality, 

regularity. 

 lead to (verb) – result in, cause, bring on, call 

forth, give rise to. 

 hitherto (adverb) – previously, earlier, so far/thus 

far, until now. 

 deployment (noun) – the act of employing 

forces/troops into effective action. 

 take/catch someone by surprise (phrase) – 

surprise, shock, stun, stagger, astound, astonish. 

 stance (noun) – position, approach, opinion, 

standpoint. 

 eyeball range (noun) – very close range. 

 tinderbox (noun) – The word ‘tinder’ is normally 

used to refer to any highly inflammable object 

material, like dry grass, wood, straw, etc. that can 

be used to start a fire quickly. Tinderbox is a small 

metal box that contained tinder and all the other 

things required to light a fire. It (figuratively) 

means something catches fire & burn down very 

quickly. 
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 spark off (verb) – ignite; trigger, prompt, set off, 

provoke, stir up. 

 insistent (noun) – determined, adamant, 

unyielding, obstinate, dogged, unrelenting. 

 disengage (verb) – withdraw, pull out, leave, move 

out, retreat. 

 leverage (noun) – advantage, influence, 

power/authority. 

 seek (verb) – try, aim, attempt. 

 resolution (noun) – solution, settlement. 

 flashpoint (noun) – a situation where sudden 

problems could happen. (In international 

relations, a flashpoint is an area or dispute that 

has a strong possibility of developing into a war). 

 status quo ante (phrase) – a Latin phrase meaning 

“the state of affairs existing before” (or) “the way 

things were before”. 

 sketchy (adjective) – incomplete, inadequate, 

vague, imprecise, superficial. 

 prism (noun) – a viewpoint which clarifies/distorts 

something. 

 perspective (noun) – viewpoint, approach. 

 wisdom (noun) – understanding, common sense, 

insight/foresight, judgement/discernment. 

 give up (phrasal verb) – stop, discontinue, 

abandon, renounce, forgo. 

 for the sake of (phrase) – for the purpose of, in 

order to improve/achieve; in the interest of. 

 Depsang plains (noun) – The Depsang plains lie 

south of DBO (Daulat Beg Oldie post) in a strategic 

area that the military calls Sub-Sector North (SSN). 

DBO is the country’s northernmost outpost where 

India operates an advanced landing ground to 

support its forward military deployments. The 

Depsang Plains are large plains that are suitable 

for driving armoured carriers, artillery and 

mechanised units, which is unusual at the height 

of about 17,000 feet above sea level. The Depsang 

plains are strategically important as it provides a 

flat surface amid the mountainous terrain which 

can be used by either of the two countries to 

launch a military offensive, similar to the Spanggur 

Gap in the Chushul sub-sector. 

 buffer zone (noun) – neutral area. 

 plain (noun) – a large area of flat land. 

 proximity (noun) – closeness, nearness, presence, 

adjacency (in distance). 

 airstrip (noun) – landing strip, airfield; a runway 

for aircraft, especially one used only by private or 

military aircraft. 

 pass (noun) – a navigable (passable) route 

(road/passage) through a mountain range. 

 glacier (noun) – a large body of ice which flows 

under its own mass. Glaciers are made of layers of 

compressed snow that move or “flow” due to 

gravity and the softness of ice relative to rock. 

 landmass (noun) – continent; a large area of land. 

 collude (verb) – collaborate, cooperate (secretly); 

conspire. 

 precede (verb) – come before, go before, lead up 

to, lead to, pave the way for. 

 hold water (phrase) – ring true, bear examination, 

bear scrutiny, make sense, hold up, be convincing, 

be plausible, be provable, be sound. 

 holistic (adjective) – relating to an integrated 

approach that takes care of the “whole thing”, 

instead of certain parts in it. 

 flare up (phrasal verb) – start suddenly, erupt, 

break out. 

 substantially (adverb) – considerably, significantly, 

largely. 

 window (noun) – opportunity, chance, opening. 

 patrol (verb) – watch/guard an area (over a period 

of time). 

 deadly (adjective) – fatal, lethal. 

 hold good/hold true (phrase) – remain true, 

remain valid. 

 contentious (adjective) – controversial, 

disputable, debatable, disputed. 

 tranquility (noun) – peacefulness, restfulness, 

calmness, quietness. 

 owing to (phrase) – due to, because of, as a result 

of. 

 lack of (noun) – absence, deficiency, scarcity, 

dearth. 

 at best (phrase) – only, merely. 
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 perceived (adjective) – regarded, considered, 

deemed; observed, discerned. 

 reprieve (noun) – cancellation, suspension, 

postponement (of a punishment or something 

undesirable event). 

 delineation (noun) – the act of outlining exact 

position of a boundary/limit/border. 

 differential (noun) – difference, gap, gulf, 

divergence. 

 highlight (verb) – underline, underscore, 

emphasize, call attention to. 

 obliquely (adverb) – indirectly, not in a direct way. 

 armament (noun) – weapons, arms, guns. 

 ground forces (noun) – military forces (deployed 

on land). 

 swiftly (adverb) – rapidly, quickly. 

 nub (noun) – central point of a matter/ problem/ 

argument & etc., an essential part of something, 

basic/fundamental quality, sum and substance. 

 vis-à-vis (preposition) – concerning, with regard 

to, in relation to, as/in comparison with, in 

connection with (Vis-à-vis from Latin via. French, 

means literally “face-to-face). 

 political will (noun) – political desire/intention. 

 scenario (noun) – situation, background, context. 

 undertake (verb) – begin, start; engage in, become 

involved in, take part in. 

 quid pro quo (phrase) – “something for 

something”; support in exchange for something. 

 advocate (verb) – champion, uphold, support, 

back. 

 non-alignment (noun) – a term used for an 

international organization who do not want to 

officially align themselves with, or against, any 

major power bloc (group of countries). 

 strategy (noun) – plan of action (in order to 

achieve a more expansive set of political, 

economic, and security interests). 

 escalatory (adjective) – relating to something 

which makes something else more intense or 

serious. 

 recession (noun) – economic decline, slowdown, 

downturn, depression, slump. 

 appetite (noun) – longing, yearning, strong desire/ 

liking. 

 enduring (adjective) – lasting, persisting, 

continuing. 

 calculus (noun) – calculation, estimation, 

reasoning. 

 imperative (noun) – necessary condition, 

precondition, essential requirement. 

 wherewithal (noun) – resources, means. 

 reverse (verb) – alter, change. 

 scarce (adjective) – insufficient, deficient, 

inadequate. 

 maritime (adjective) – of or related to the sea. 

 continental (adjective) – belonging to a continent 

(mainland). 

 Quad/Quadrilateral (noun) – The ‘Quadrilateral’ is 

described as four democracies (the United States, 

Japan, Australia and India) with a shared objective 

to ensure and support a “free, open and 

prosperous” Indo-Pacific region. 

 The Quadrilateral Security Dialogue (QSD)/The 

Quad (noun) – an informal strategic forum 

between the United States, Japan, Australia and 

India that aims to strengthen the defence and 

security cooperation amongst these four 

countries. It was initially proposed by former 

Japan PM Abe in order to check China’s growing 

influence and assertiveness in the Indo-Pacific 

region. 

 anchor (verb) – impart/give a firm base/ 

foundation/basis. 

 strike a deal/bargain (phrase) – to come to an 

agreement. 

 enthusiastic (adjective) – eager/keen, ready, 

committed, willing. 

 reset (noun) – re-establishment. 

 restoration (noun) – reinstitution, re-

establishment, reinstallation. 

 reversion (noun) – a return to a previous 

condition; backsliding, regression/downturn. 

 bear (verb) – endure, tolerate, put up with, stand, 

accept, go through, undergo. 


