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THE ROAD FROM LADAKH IS PAVED WITH DISRUPTIONS 
China-India ties are moving into a zone of problems even as New Delhi grapples with 

pandemic-related issues 
It has been a year since the news of tensions between Indian and Chinese troops on the Line of Actual Control 

(LAC) in Ladakh first broke. Dismissed as a “routine” event in the first few weeks by officials, the truth about the extent of 

Chinese ingress could no longer be hidden when India lost 20 soldiers in a violent clash with soldiers of the People ’s 

Liberation Army (PLA) in mid-June. As has been evident from commercial satellite imagery, sparse official statements and a 

few interviews, the crisis eventually involved seven places: Depsang plains, Galwan, Gogra, Hot Springs, North bank of 

Pangong Tso, Kailash range and Demchok. 

 

Border crisis 

The situation at Galwan was resolved a few weeks after the deadly clash, and the two sides disengaged from the 

face-off site. The Indian Army had occupied certain heights on the Kailash range in end-August, where it was in an eyeball-

to-eyeball confrontation with the Chinese. In February this year, the two sides agreed to disengage from this location and 

from the north bank of Pangong Tso. This was announced by India’s Defence Minister in Parliament, where he also said 

that the two armies will convene the next meeting of the senior commanders within 48 hours after the complete 

disengagement in the Pangong lake area “to address and resolve all other remaining issues”. The last such meeting of 

commanders was held on April 9, but the Chinese have refused to even discuss the remaining issues.  

Such an outcome was not entirely unexpected. It was written in this newspaper (Looking after the Ladakh 

walkback, February 17, 2021) that India had lost its only leverage on the Kailash range for the sake of disengagement on 

the north bank. This happened after India reversed its position of simultaneously resolving all the flashpoints i n Ladakh 

rather than deal with them piecemeal. India’s military rationale was evident: with soldiers and tanks of the two armies 

barely a few metres apart, the situation was explosive and could escalate into a major crisis with a minor incident or 

accident. It was also clear that by restricting itself to its own side of the LAC on the Kailash range, India had not taken 

control of the more dominating peaks like the Black Top and had a weak hand to play with. Politically, the Narendra Modi 

government seemed keen to announce a closure of the border crisis by creating the impression of an honourable solution 

against a major power. 

Three months later, no such closure is in sight. With the PLA troops denying India access to territories it 

controlled by patrolling, the government’s avowed aim of restoring the status quo ante as of April 2020 remains 

unfulfilled. Even on the north bank of Pangong, a new status quo has been created where the patrolling rights are yet to be 

restored. Similarly, the Kailash range has seen neither de-escalation nor de-induction so far. 

In each statement, both India and China reiterate the need “to ensure peace and tranquillity” in border areas. 

Even if there have been no further deaths after June and no firing after early September, the peace on the border is both 

unstable and unsustainable. Ongoing tensions, with massive deployments on each side, belie any hope of tranquillity. That 

the security establishment in New Delhi is cognisant of the volatility and risk can be gauged from the fact  that the Indian 

Army has undertaken a major reorientation of its units and formations towards the China border. 

 

COVID-19 and geopolitics 

Even as the situation on the border poses a tricky challenge for India, its geopolitical concerns have been 

exacerbated by the devastation caused by the mismanagement of COVID-19. Through its ‘Vaccine Maitri’ programme, New 

Delhi was presenting itself as a better alternative to Beijing’s vaccine diplomacy, particularly in South Asia. Shaken by 

scenes of massive suffering and public criticism, the Modi government has backtracked on existing contractual 

commitments to supply vaccines to its friendly neighbours. Countries such as Bangladesh and Sri Lanka have started 

procuring vaccines from China, further casting doubts on India’s reliability as a partner and raising questions about its 

ability to act as a counter to China. Sensing the opportunity, Beijing also moved in quickly, organising a meeting with all 

South Asian countries except India, ostensibly to deal with the pandemic. 

New Delhi was also the lynchpin of the Quad’s pledge to deliver a billion doses of COVID-19 vaccine throughout 

the Indo-Pacific by the end of 2022, an effort focused on countering Chinese influence in the region. With India now trying 

to import vaccines for its own population and reneging on its commitments to other poor countries under GAVI ’s COVAX 

scheme, the proposal now seems to be on a weak footing. The abysmal failure of the Modi government to anticipate and 

deal with a public health crisis has diminished India’s aura as an emergent power. A Prime Minister tom-tomming the 

mantra of ‘Atmanirbharata’ or self-reliance has been forced to reverse a 16-year-old policy to accept global aid has laid 

bare India’s vulnerabilities, further reducing its standing as the Quad’s anchor. 

A weaker India is not only less attractive as a partner globally, it makes New Delhi more dependent on the United 

States to deal with China. That India has been acting at the behest of the U.S. has been one of China ’s presumptions and 

this would only confirm Beijing’s worst fears. It would further strain India-China ties, directly linking them to the vagaries of 

the China-U.S. relationship. The hypothesis that India can safeguard its land borders by strengthening its oceanic prowess 

could then be put to test, a scenario New Delhi wants to avoid at all costs. 

Meanwhile, the threat of a two-front collusive threat after the Ladakh crisis forced the Modi government to seek 

peace with Pakistan. The back channel talks, facilitated by the United Arab Emirates, led to the announcement of the 
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ceasefire on the Line of Control which has held so far. But there have been contradictory voices emerging from Islamabad 

and the process seems to be floundering, as Pakistan awaits the steps on Kashmir promised by the Modi government. No 

political environment has been created in India for any such step so far. 

New Delhi’s preoccupation with the pandemic may brook a delay of few weeks but fears of failure, a routine 

happening in India-Pakistan engagements, loom large. It is hard to predict the Pakistani course of action hence, but if the 

past is an experience to go by, it has usually been spiteful, reckless and dangerous, especially when India is seen as weak. 

Coupled with the imminent American military withdrawal from Afghanistan and a win for the Taliban, the signs are 

ominous. An assertive China and a vengeful Pakistan acting in concert on the land borders is India ’s military nightmare, 

which New Delhi will have to avoid at all costs. 

 

Chinese supplies 

Meanwhile, Beijing has made certain significant moves towards New Delhi in the recent days. China ’s President Xi 

Jinping sent a message to Mr. Modi to convey sympathy and express condolences over the pandemic, which was the first 

communication between the two since the border crisis began last year. The Chinese Foreign Minister spoke to his Indian 

counterpart twice and offered help to deal with the pandemic, which led to an early clearance and approval of cargo flights 

from China. The Chinese Ambassador to India has been highlighting the supplies and the material being sent to India. 

Beijing’s efforts have been largely confined to private companies and donations from the Red Cross and Red 

Crescent societies, unlike other countries which have pledged government help to India. Curiously, much of the Chinese 

media ambiguously frames it as Chinese aid, while India explicitly avoids that framing and lays stress on the point that 

these are largely commercial contracts between private companies. Even if the Chinese intent is to project itself on a par 

with other global powers providing relief and aid to India, the fact remains that India is heavily dependent on China for 

crucial medical supplies. State-owned Sichuan Airlines had suspended cargo flights to India for 15 days beginning last 

month, but the supply chains have since been kept open by Beijing. This is in tune with the Indian demand from Beijing 

that the supply chain should remain open but the other demand to ensure stable product prices has not been met. 

 

More point scoring 

If the recent weeks during the pandemic provided an opportunity for the two Asian giants to work together, that hope 

has been lost as both governments have focused on point scoring. That reflects the broader state of bilateral ties, but is 

also a fundamental difference emanating from the ongoing border crisis. As the talks between India and China have 

floundered, New Delhi has taken a position that the border issue is central to the bilateral relationship. This runs contrary 

to Beijing’s argument that the boundary question cannot be seen as the whole of the bilateral relationship. In an ideal 

world, New Delhi can hope for a settlement that delineates and demarcates the LAC in some form but Beijing has ruled out 

any such proposal. With soldiers of both armies facing each other in Ladakh and a lack of trust between the two countries 

as the two governments talk past each other in a period of geopolitical churn, it is clear that the China -India bilateral 

relationship is moving into a zone of increasing disruptions, and attendant risks of conflagration on the disputed border. 

 

 pave (verb) – cover, surface, finish. 

 ties (noun) – association, relationship, bond, 

connection. 

 grapple with (verb) – tackle, confront, deal with, cope 

with. 

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

admission. 

 imagery (noun) – images collectively. 

 sparse (adjective) – limited, minimal, meagre, scarce, 

infrequent, least. 

 eventually (adverb) – in the end, finally, at last. 

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

 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. 

 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). 

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

out, retreat. 

 face-off (noun) – conflict, clash. 

 eyeball to eyeball (phrase) – face to face, stare down, 

outface, stand up to. 

 confrontation (noun) – clash, conflict, encounter. 

 disengagement (noun) – withdrawal, departure, 

retreat (of military troops from an area of conflict). 

 address (verb) – tackle, deal with, attend to, try to sort 

out. 

 walkback (noun) – reversal/withdrawal of a decision. 

 leverage (verb) – use, make use of, utilize (to 

maximum gain). 

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

to improve/achieve; in the interest of. 

 flashpoint (noun) – a situation where sudden problems 

could happen. (In international relations, a flashpoint 
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is an area or dispute that has a strong possibility of 

developing into a war). 

 piecemeal (adjective) – disorganized, unplanned, 

unsystematic, unmethodical, step by step. 

 rationale (noun) – reason, reasoning/thinking, logic, 

grounds, basis. 

 explosive (adjective) – violent, intense, vehement; 

critical, serious, dangerous, perilous. 

 escalate (verb) – increase, heighten, intensify; become 

serious. 

 play with (phrase) – take advantage of, exploit, make 

use of, use. 

 in sight (phrase) – observable, noticeable, visible, 

recognizable, on view, near at hand. 

 deny (verb) – reject, abandon, discard. 

 territory (noun) – sphere, arena, domain. 

 patrol (verb) – keep guard, keep watch, keep a vigil on. 

 patrol (noun) – vigil, guard, watch, monitoring. 

 avowed (adjective) – asserted, declared, admitted, 

stated publicly. 

 status quo ante (phrase) – a Latin phrase meaning “the 

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

were before”. 

 status quo (noun) – a Latin phrase meaning the 

existing state of affairs, particularly with respect to 

social or political issues; the present situation, the 

current state. 

 de-escalation (noun) – reduction, lessening, decrease 

(the intensity of a potentially violent situation). 

 de-induction (noun) – an act of moving out of troops 

deployed from an area of conflict. 

 reiterate (verb) – repeat, say again, restate. 

 tranquility (noun) – peacefulness, restfulness, 

calmness, quietness. 

 unsustainable (adjective) – undefendable, 

unjustifiable, unacceptable, illogical, irrational. 

 deployment (noun) – the bringing of resources into 

effective action. 

 belie (verb) – contradict, conceal/cover, disguise, 

misrepresent, falsify. 

 cognisant (adjective) – aware, well informed about, 

familiar with. 

 volatility (noun) – unpredictability, instability, 

unreliability. 

 gauge (verb) – judge, assess, evaluate, appraise, 

analyse. 

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

involved in, take part in. 

 reorientation (noun) – the act of changing the 

focus/direction. 

 geopolitics (noun) – the study of the geographical 

factors (a country’s position on the earth, size, climate, 

and natural resources & etc,.) in world politics and 

inter-state relations. 

 pose (verb) – create, cause, present (a problem or 

danger or risk). 

 tricky (adjective) – difficult, awkward, problematic, 

uncertain. 

 geopolitical (adjective) – relating to (the study of) the 

geographical factors (a country’s position on the earth, 

size, climate, and natural resources &, etc.) in world 

politics and inter-state relations. 

 exacerbate (verb) – intensify, increase, heighten, 

aggravate, worsen, compound. 

 devastation (noun) – destruction, damage, 

havoc/wreckage. 

 vaccine (noun) – a biological preparation that 

improves immunity to a particular disease. 

 vaccine Maitri (noun) – vaccine friendship;  a 

humanitarian initiative undertaken by the Indian 

government to provide COVID-19 vaccines to countries 

around the world. 

 vaccine diplomacy (noun) – the use of a vaccine to 

increase diplomatic relationship and influence other 

countries but also, from a strategic perspective, 

vaccine access opens the door to expand long-term 

health security provisions. 

 backtrack (verb) – backpedal, change one’s mind, do a 

U-turn, back down. 

 neighbour (noun) – a country that is next to another 

country; (bordering) country. 

 procure (verb) – buy, purchase. 

 counter (noun) – an alternative & opposite thing to 

something. 

 ostensibly (adverb) – apparently, seemingly, 

supposedly. 

 lynchpin (noun as modifier) – most important, main, 

focal, central (thing). 

 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. 

 pledge (noun) – promise, undertaking, oath, 

agreement, assurance. 

 dose (noun) – an amount/quantity of something. 

 The Indo-Pacific (region) (noun) – the Indo-Pacific 

region refers to the confluence (convergence) of the 

Pacific and Indian Oceans, which interconnect in 

Southeast Asia (Indonesia, Vietnam, Thailand, 

Philippines, Malaysia, Singapore, and more). 

 influence (noun) – power, authority, sway, leverage, 

position. 

 renege (verb) – fail to honour, go back on, default on, 

break one’s word/promise (a commitment/contract). 

 footing (noun) – state, standing, position. 

 abysmal (adjective) – very bad, awful, terrible. 

 anticipate (verb) – expect, foresee, predict. 

 public health (noun) – the branch of medicine handling 

public health; public health is also the science of 

protecting and improving the health of people and 

their communities through education, policy making 

and research for disease and injury prevention. 

 aura (noun) – distinctive character. 

 emergent (adjective) – emerging, developing, arising.  

 tom-tom (verb) – proclaim, announce/voice, boast 

about. 

 self-reliance (noun) – self-sufficiency, self-support, 

self-sustenance. 

 lay bare (phrasal verb) – reveal, uncover, expose. 

 vulnerability (noun) – weakness, defencelessness, 

unprotectedness, susceptibility. 

 anchor (noun) – mainstay, cornerstone, bulwark. 
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 behest (noun) – instruction, requirement, demand, 

wish/desire. 

 presumption (noun) – assumption, supposition, 

belief/notion, thought, impression. 

 strain (verb) – hurt, damage, impair. 

 vagary (noun) – peculiarity, oddity, eccentricity, 

unpredictability. 

 hypothesis (noun) – reason, basis, thinking. 

 oceanic (adjective) – huge, vast. 

 prowess (noun) – courage, bravery, valour; expertise, 

mastery, skilfulness. 

 scenario (noun) – situation, background, context. 

 at all costs (phrase) – irrespective of the effort needed; 

whatever happens; at any price; regardless of, in spite 

of everything. 

 two-front situation/challenge (noun) – two-front 

situation//challenge is something in which attack takes 

place on two geographically separate fronts. 

 collusive (adjective) – tricky, conspiratorial, deceitful, 

conniving. 

 back channel (noun) – a secondary or secret route. 

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

give rise to, produce. 

 ceasefire (noun) – a negotiated agreement that will be 

accompanied by other associated commitments to de-

escalate the fighting; a temporary stoppage of war, 

truce, armistice. 

 Line of Control (LoC) (noun) – it is a 450 mile-long 

military control line lying between India and Pakistan’s 

controlled parts of the former (under the British) 

Jammu and Kashmir. This line is not actually a legally 

recognized international boundary but prevails as per 

de facto. After the Simla Agreement signed in July 

1972, this line was officially renamed as “Line of 

Control” from “the Cease-fire Line”. 

 contradictory (adjective) – contrary, contrasting, 

conflicting, inconsistent. 

 voice (noun) – expression; opinion, view. 

 flounder (verb) – struggle, have difficulty, be confused, 

be in difficulties, be in dire straits. 

 environment (noun) – situation, context, scenario, 

backdrop. 

 preoccupation (noun) – absence of mind, distraction, 

forgetfulness, inattentiveness, heedlessness. 

 brook (verb) – tolerate, put up with, allow/accept 

(something like dissent/difference of opinion). 

 engagement (noun) – participation, taking part, 

involvement. 

 loom (verb) – emerge, appear, become visible, take a 

threatening shape. 

 loom large (phrase) – be imminent/close, about to 

happen (and something which has a lot of 

importance/attention). 

 go by (phrasal verb) – follow, observe something. 

 spiteful (adjective) – hostile, unfriendly, hateful, 

vengeful. 

 reckless (adjective) – careless, thoughtless, incautious, 

heedless. 

 couple (verb) – combine, integrate, incorporate, 

connect. 

 imminent (adjective) – close/near, about to happen, 

approaching/impending. 

 ominous (adjective) – threatening, menacing, 

inauspicious, unpromising, unfavourable. 

 assertive (adjective) – bullish, dominant, domineering, 

authoritative. 

 in concert (phrase) – acting jointly. 

 nightmare (noun) – very unpleasant or frightening 

experience; ordeal, horror, torment. 

 condolences (noun) – sympathy, solace, comfort, 

consolation, fellow feeling, understanding, empathy, 

compassion. 

 counterpart (noun) – equivalent, equal, fellow. 

 ambassador (noun) – representative, promoter, 

campaigner (of a particular activity). 

 highlight (verb) – underline, underscore, emphasize, 

call attention to. 

 pledge (verb) – vow, state, promise, affirm. 

 curiously (adverb) – mysteriously, surprisingly, 

unexpectedly. 

 ambiguously (adverb) – unclearly, arguably, dubiously. 

 explicitly (adverb) – clearly, unequivocally, 

understandably, without question/doubt. 

 lay stress on (phrase) – to give importance to; to give 

attention to. 

 on a par with (phrase) – as good as, comparable with, 

equivalent to. 

 state-owned (adjective) – government-owned. 

 supply chain (noun) – a network between a company 

and its suppliers to produce and distribute a specific 

product to the final buyer. 

 in tune with (phrase) – in agreement, in accord, in 

keeping, in accordance. 

 point scoring (noun) – small victory (over a rival). 

 reflect (verb) – indicate, show, reveal, exhibit. 

 bilateral (adjective) – involving two groups or 

countries. 

 emanate (verb) – emerge, ensue, come out, arise, 

originate. 

 contrary to (phrase) – conflicting with, opposed to. 

 delineate (verb) – outline, delimit, demarcate. 

 rule out (phrasal verb) – eliminate, reject, dismiss, 

disregard, prohibit, prevent. 

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

 churn (noun) – disorder/disorganization, confusion, 

disruption/chaos. 

 attendant (adjective) – accompanying, associated, 

related, connected. 

 conflagration (noun) – flames, blaze, fire, inferno. 
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