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Abstract

The Siliguri Corridor—India’s strategic “Chicken’s Neck”—functions as a crucial 
yet vulnerable land connection between mainland India and its northeastern regions. 
The corridor, measuring only 22–27 miles at its narrowest point, lies amid Nepal, 
Bhutan, Bangladesh, and China’s Tibet Autonomous Region, making it one of 
South Asia’s most critical strategic chokepoints. This paper employs a qualitative 
instrumental case study approach to analyse the corridor’s significance in India’s 
national security, connectivity, and regional diplomacy. This article sheds light on 
India’s evolving strategic reaction by utilising primary sources, including statements 
from the Ministry of Defence and the Ministry of External Affairs, parliamentary 
records, official news releases by the Press Information Bureau, and reports from think 
tanks like the Institute for Defence Studies and Analyses (IDSA) or the Observer 
Research Foundation (ORF). In addition, social media sources, particularly the 
Twitter accounts of policymakers, analysts, and political figures, have been used 
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to understand personal viewpoints and emerging narratives that influence public 
and strategic discourse surrounding the Siliguri Corridor. This submission also 
highlights that India’s policy response towards this region integrates deterrence 
and diversification, exemplified by the strengthening of the XXXIII Corps and 
Hasimara Airbase, the advancement of the Kaladan Multi-Modal Project, and 
participation in BIMSTEC and BBIN connectivity to advance its Act East policy. 
The study concludes that the Siliguri Corridor epitomises the intersection of India’s 
defence imperatives and regional diplomacy, influencing India’s quest for security and 
connectivity within its broader Indo-Pacific agenda.
Keywords: Siliguri Corridor (Chicken’s Neck), Strategic Chokepoint, Act East 
Policy, BIMSTEC and BBIN Connectivity, Indo-Pacific framework.

Introduction

Strategically, the most important target was the main trunk 
road heading north towards Sikkim from West Bengal, cutting 
across the smallest corridor of Indian territory. It was less than 

thirty kilometres across at its narrowest. Wedged between Nepal to the west 
and Bangladesh to the east, this was where India’s geographical cohesion was at 
its most vulnerable. It was known as the Siliguri Corridor or Chicken’s Neck. 
The road, which linked Siliguri and Guwahati, was blown in three places and 
blocked with booby-trapped empty fuel trucks. Two hundred mujahedin fighters 
held the position, while Indian infantry and fighter planes tried to dislodge 
them. It was later discovered that the guerrillas had come over the border from 
Bangladesh, where they had been trained for the operation by Pakistani and 
Chinese specialists. Every man would die, but for a short time, Pakistan’s dream 
and India’s nightmare had come true. The seven states of the north-east were cut 
off from the rest of India.1 

The passage above is taken from one of the most well-known geopolitical 
thrillers, Dragon Fire (2000) by Humphrey Hawksley, which visualises a 
major Asian confrontation involving China, India, and Pakistan. The Siliguri 
Corridor—India’s “Chicken’s Neck”—emerges as a critical weak point in this 
story and, as such, is an integral part of the strategic setting. Dragon Fire’s 
allusion to the Siliguri Corridor reflects contemporary security concerns. Indian 
defence strategists have long warned that the corridor would be disrupted in a 

1	  Humphrey Hawksley, Dragon Fire (London: Macmillan, 2000), 136-137.
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two-front war, with Pakistan causing stress in the west and China pressing from 
the north, exacerbated by the soil of Bangladesh. Hawksley commendably brings 
out the geopolitical significance of the corridor for the stability of South Asia as a 
whole, as well as for India’s territorial integrity, by situating it within his fictional 
account. His approach resonates with major academic concerns expressed in 
Indian strategic circles, where the Siliguri corridor, frequently identified as the 
most crucial chokepoint, might be the first target in a conflict with two fronts. 
Hence, this novel not only conveys the essential nature of the corridor but also 
reflects the genuine concerns of Indian military strategists and policymakers.

Given the above background, it is imperative to note that geography 
has always been a central determinant of a country’s strategic security. From 
ancient times to the contemporary era, scholars and generals, from Halford 
Mackinder’s Heartland theory to Nicholas Spykman’s Rimland thesis, have 
agreed on the point that the spatial positions of states have been persistently 
determined by mountains, rivers, sea lanes, or chokepoints, which in turn have 
influenced the power and vulnerabilities, the making and unmaking of any 
state. This insight remains decisively pertinent in the current scenario, which 
upholds the fundamental reality of statecraft and survival. The lessons of history 
reaffirm the importance of strategic calculations in relation to geography. There 
are a range of historical events - from British Empire’s supremacy over critical 
maritime chokepoints, such as the Suez Canal, the Strait of Malacca, and the 
Cape of Good Hope, to the strategic rivalries of great powers during the Cold 
War for access routes over Central Europe, Afghanistan, and the Pacific - that 
reinforce the enduring geographic influence in shaping the projection of power. 
In the modern era, conflicts over the South China Sea, the Strait of Hormuz, 
and the Panama Canal exemplify how competing powers have sought to exploit 
geographical bottlenecks to sustain their hegemony and influence the global 
balance of power. 

A recent development in South Asia replicates a similar scenario. 
The revival of the Lalmanirhat airbase in Bangladesh, reportedly with China’s 
assistance, has again exposed the sensitivity of South Asia’s strategic topography. 
The airstrip, currently under the control of the Bangladesh Air Force, is perilously 
positioned near India’s most delicate territorial junctures, specifically the Siliguri 
corridor, and has become a major source of anxiety for New Delhi’s strategic 
interests. This Chinese military establishment, situated just 12-15 km from the 
border with India and approximately 135 km from the Siliguri corridor, has 
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heightened India’s national security concerns due to the strategic vulnerability 
of the narrowest land bridge connecting the mainland with the northeast. In 
this light, it is worth noting that the airbase was constructed during British 
control and operated by the Allied forces as part of the China-Burma-India 
theatre during World War II; however, it remained inactive for a considerable 
period. Nonetheless, recent considerations on the refurbishment of its runway 
and infrastructure have raised questions about Beijing’s involvement in this 
project, heightening concerns about China’s foothold in India’s most sensitive 
chokepoints2. According to the view of Kalpit Mankikar, a China-Taiwan fellow 
at Observer Research Foundation, “China has definite plans for that region. All 
this while those plans may have been dormant because [deposed Bangladesh 
PM] Sheikh Hasina was more accommodating towards India’s interests. Now, 
with the regime change and Mohammed Yunus’ open offer that Bangladesh can 
serve as a fountainhead against India, China would definitely be tempted to take 
up the offer [the airport project]”3. Although, according to the press briefing 
on 26th May 2025 given by the Director of Military Operations of Bangladesh 
Army, it has been clarified that China has no military plans for this airfield, India 
has kept a close eye on recent developments4, as this area, if not protected, might 
end up being a flashpoint in the dynamics of India-China-Bangladesh relations 
and upset the landscape of regional security. 

In light of the above discussion, it can be argued that the corridor has 
dual significance for India: One the one hand it is the only land link integrating 
the Northeast with the mainland which makes it highly susceptible to external 

2	 Vineeta Pandey, “China Rebuilding Lalmanirhat Airport Near Siliguri On Indian Border”, 
Decan Chronicle, May 27, 2025, https://www.deccanchronicle.com/nation/china-rebuilding-
lalmonirhat-airport-near-siliguri-on-indian-border-1881657

3	  “Dragon’s shadow near Siliguri? China aids revival of WW2-era Bangladeshi airbase near India’s 
‘Chicken’s Neck’”, The Economic Times, May 18, 2025, https://economictimes.indiatimes.com/
news/defence/dragons-shadow-near-siliguri-china-aiding-revival-of-ww2-era-bangladeshi-
airbase-near-indias-chickens-neck/articleshow/121246761.cms

4	 Ministry of External Affairs, Government of India. “Question No. 3403: Restarting of Lalmonirhat 
Airbase in Bangladesh”, Lok Sabha, August 08, 2025, Ministry of External Affairs, Government of 
India. “Question No. 3403: Restarting of Lalmonirhat Airbase in Bangladesh.” Lok Sabha, https://
www.mea.gov.in/lok-sabha.htm?dtl/39975/QUESTION_NO_3403_RESTARTING_
OF_LALMONIRHAT_AIRBASE_IN_BANGLADESH#:~:text=It%20has%20also%20
noted%20a%20press%20briefing%20on,Lalmonirhat%20airfield%20to%20be%20used%20
for%20military%20purposes.
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threats and blockades, on the other hand, safeguarding the corridor is highly 
demanded given India’s larger strategic vision for its connectivity, trade and 
regional integration with South and South East Asia, thereby functioning both 
as security lifeline and a gateway for greater regional engagements.

Why the Corridor Matters? The Questions Ahead

The strategic viability associated with the Siliguri Corridor has 
unquestionably been a central focus of India’s security and strategic studies, 
symbolising both India’s lifeline and its Achilles’ heel: an essential array for civil 
and military mobility, yet also a vulnerable bottleneck that could be severely 
jeopardised during a conflict. Further, the Northeast region of India, connected 
to the mainland by the slender 22-km Siliguri Corridor, has historically endured 
poverty, inadequate infrastructure, and ethnic strife due to its landlocked 
topography. Previously characterised by insurgency and seclusion, the region 
commenced its transformation in the late 20th century due to India’s commercial 
liberalisation and the Look East (now Act East) Policy, which promoted enhanced 
regional integration and connectivity5. Given this backdrop, this research article 
intends to uncover three critical questions: 

First, why is the securitisation of the Siliguri Corridor an urgent necessity 
to ensure India’s strategic security, considering the possible external threats that 
could make India’s structural dependency on this corridor vulnerable? 

Second, how can the government of India’s alternative connectivity 
initiative reduce over dependence on a single chokepoint and diversify 
connectivity? 

Third, in what ways can alternative routes contribute to North East 
India’s integration as part of the Act East policy? 

These questions necessitate critical investigation, which the present 
study seeks to undertake.

Methodology

This article follows a qualitative and case study method, with the 
Siliguri Corridor as the central unit of analysis. Within case study typologies, 
the research is most closely aligned with an instrumental case study, in which the 

5	 “Bangladesh-India Connectivity: Passage through Tripura.” ORF Expert Speak, March 25, 2021, 
https://www.orfonline.org/expert-speak/bangladesh-india-connectivity-passage-tripura
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corridor is examined as a means of understanding broader geopolitical questions 
regarding chokepoints, strategic weaknesses, and India’s responses to these 
issues. Therefore, Siliguri Corridor, as a core concern of the case study, is not 
researched for its own sake (intrinsic case study), but rather to get insights into 
India’s broader connectivity ambitions, foreign policy quandaries, and security 
approaches. Thus, the instrumental case study model is most effective in this 
context because it explores a larger geopolitical issue through a single focal point.

The data for this study were gathered from a combination of primary 
and secondary sources, ensuring both analytical depth and empirical validity. 
The Official statements and press releases by the ‘Ministry of Defence (MoD)’; 
‘Lok Sabha and Rajya Sabha legislative debates’, ‘Official statements from the 
Ministry of External Affairs (MEA)’; ‘Press Briefings’, ‘Interviews of Ministers or 
Secretaries released by Public Information Bureau, Government of India’; ‘Policy 
initiatives by Ministry of Ports, Shipping and Waterways, Government of India’, 
‘Peace Accords Database, United Nations Peacemaker’; factsheets and feature 
articles by SASEC (South Asia Subregional Economic Cooperation) and the like 
are considered primary sources. The secondary sources of this submission drew 
on academic literature on chokepoints, strategic geography, and security studies. 
They also include analytical reports from prominent think tanks, such as the 
‘Institute for Defence Studies and Analyses’ (IDSA) and the ‘Observer Research 
Foundation’ (ORF). In addition, social media sources, particularly the Twitter 
accounts of policymakers, analysts, and political figures, have been utilised to 
understand personal viewpoints and emerging narratives that influence public 
and strategic discourse surrounding the Siliguri Corridor.

The Chicken’s Neck in India’s Security Calculus - A Brief 
Geopolitical Background

The Siliguri Corridor, also known as the “Chicken Neck”, is located in 
northern West Bengal. The Corridor is a pivotal geopolitical nexus of four nations 
in the Eastern Himalayas region. It is one of the most significant chokepoints 
in South Asia, linking the seven northeastern states to the Indian mainland. 
This narrow stretch of land, measuring approximately 20 to 22 kilometres at its 
narrowest points, serves as the sole terrestrial linkage for the northeastern states of 
Arunachal Pradesh, Assam, Manipur, Meghalaya, Mizoram, Nagaland, Sikkim, 
and Tripura. This passage holds a crucial strategic importance, particularly due 
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to its exposure to the “Devil’s Triangle”, a geographical encirclement by Nepal 
to the west, Bhutan to the north, and Bangladesh to the south, with the Tibet 
Autonomous Region of China, particularly the Chumbi Valley tri-junction, 
looming just beyond the Himalayas. Unsurprisingly, the Siliguri corridor is of 
unparalleled importance to India’s territorial integrity, national security, and 
economic connectivity, as it serves as the gateway to Southeast Asia. Thus, 
this connective artery transcends its mere geography, underpinning the wider 
geopolitical and economic feasibility of this region, which can potentially extend 
its influence in the Indo-Pacific region. 

Siliguri, signifying “pile of pebbles,” historically developed as a transit and 
commerce hub between Darjeeling and Kurseong following the Treaty of Siliguri 
(1816) between British India and Nepal. Phansidewa Port, located nearby, has 
connected Bengal and Bihar via river trade, which Sikkim and Bhutan utilised 
since the eighteenth century. The British annexation of Darjeeling in 1835 and 
the construction of a railway line to the Northeast transformed Siliguri into a 
modest yet strategically significant town. Following India’s partition in 1947, 
the city’s significance increased as it emerged as a hub for migration and transit, 
attracting individuals from East Bengal, Nepal, Bhutan, and India’s eastern 
regions. It is also worth noting that recent political upheavals in Northeast India, 
combined with insurgencies led by Maoists and regional rebels, as well as external 
intervention from neighbouring states, have intensified regional instability in this 
region. However, the presence of the Indian Army, BSF, and other security forces 
has maintained peace while enhancing cross-border trade and connectivity with 
Nepal, Bhutan, and Bangladesh through road, rail, and aviation routes6.

6	 Yaser Malik, “Siliguri: A Geopolitical Manoeuvre Corridor in the Eastern Himalyan Region for 
China and India”, Contemporary Chinese Political Economy and Strategic Relations: An International 
Journal, Vol 1, No. 3 (2015): 700-703, https://rpb115.nsysu.edu.tw/var/file/131/1131/
img/2375/CCPS1(3)-Malik.pdf
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Figure 1: India’s Siliguri Corridor - Map prepared by K. Bretz & P. 
McDaniel (UNC Libraries)7

The Bangladesh–China Axis: A New Strategic Challenge 
for India

Recently, an international event sparked controversy and once again 
brought into consideration the fragility of India’s north-eastern frontier. During 
his March 2025 visit to China, Bangladesh’s interim Chief Advisor, Muhammad 
Yunus, stated that India’s north-eastern states are “landlocked” and rely on 
Bangladesh for ocean access. As Yunus comments: “Seven states of India, eastern 
part of India, called seven sisters… they are a landlocked country, landlocked 

7	 Townsend Middleton, “Connective Insecurities: Chokepoint Pragmatics at India’s Chicken 
Neck.” Ethnos Vol. 88, Issue 2 (2020): 204-25. https://doi.org/10.1080/00141844.2020.17680
67
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region of India. They have no way to reach out to the ocean”. “We are the only 
guardian of the ocean for all this region. So this opens up a huge possibility. 
So this could be an extension of the Chinese economy. Build things, produce 
things, market things, bring things to China, bring it out to the whole rest of the 
world,”8 he added. Yunus’ presentation of Bangladesh as the region’s maritime 
“guardian” implies a level of custodianship that struck a chord in New Delhi. 
Beyond the initial outcry, Yunus’s comment had broader geopolitical implications. 
It underpins China’s growing presence in Bangladesh and its longstanding 
relationship with Pakistan. To many Indians, this signalled Dhaka’s intention 
to establish geographic leverage alongside Beijing, sparking concerns about a 
broader strategic axis surrounding India. Yunus’ words, whether rhetorical or 
purposeful, echo the precarious balance in South Asia and the dangers that even 
symbolic statements might bring in such a volatile environment. India’s response 
was fast and decisive. Political heavyweights in the northeast, including Assam 
Chief Minister Himanta Biswa Sarma, criticised the remarks as aggressive and 
misleading. As Sarma cautioned: 

To those who habitually threaten India on the “Chicken Neck Corridor”, 
should note these facts as well:

Bangladesh has two of its own “chicken necks”. Both are far more 
vulnerable.

First is the 80 Km North Bangladesh Corridor – from Dhaka Dinajpur 
to South West Garo Hills. Any disruption here, can completely isolate 
the entire Rangpur division from rest of Bangladesh. 

Second is the 28 Km Chittagong Corridor, from South Tripura till the 
Bay of Bengal. This corridor, smaller than India’s chicken, is the only link 
between Bangladesh’s economic and political capital. 

I am only presenting geographical facts that some may tend to forget.

Just like India’s Siliguri Corridor, our neighbouring country is also 
embedded with two narrow corridors of theirs9. 

8	 Subhajit Roy, “Yunus pitch to China: India’s Northeast landlocked, Bangladesh is your gateway”, 
The Indian Express, April 1, 2025, https://indianexpress.com/article/india/yunus-pitch-to-
china-indias-n-e-landlocked-bangladesh-is-your-gateway-9917020/

9	 Himanta Biswa. “1926623394843304183.” X, May 25, 2025. https://x.com/himantabiswa/
status/1926623394843304183



The Calcutta Journal of Global Affairs54

Figure 2: Hemanta Biswa Sarma’s (Chief Minister of Assam) post on his 
X (formerly Twitter) handle countering Bangladesh’s threat with ‘Two 

Chicken Neck Strategy’

Former Manipur Chief Minister N Biren Singh also condemned this 
provocative remark. The BJP leader asserted, “It is apparent that Md Yunus and 
his interim government in Bangladesh are attempting to frame the Northeast 
as a strategic pawn to serve their geopolitical ambitions. Such provocative and 
irresponsible statements are unbecoming of a leader, and I condemn his remarks 
in the strongest possible terms.” “Let it be made absolutely clear, India’s unity and 
territorial integrity are non-negotiable and cannot be challenged by anyone. Md 
Yunus must exercise restraint; making reckless comments about a nation like 
India is not only unwise but also lead to consequences he may come to regret,”10 

10	 Press Trust of India. “Reckless comments about India not only unwise uut also lead to 
consequences: Ex-Manipur CM to Yunus.” PTI, April 1, 2025, https://www.ptinews.com/story/
national/reckless-comments-about-india-not-only-unwise-but-also-lead-to-consequences-ex-
manipur-cm-to-yunus/2423553
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he added. Many saw Yunus’ statement as an assault on India’s sovereignty, stating 
that no foreign power could claim to be the gatekeeper to Indian land. The 
incident soon escalated into a diplomatic crisis, aggravating pre-existing tensions 
in the region. The controversy also reignited long-standing concerns over the 
Siliguri Corridor in the public discourse. Sanjeev Sanyal, one of the key members 
of PM Narendra Modi’s present economic advisor council, posted a video on his 
X handle in March with a worried message: “Interesting that Yunus is making a 
public appeal to the Chinese on the basis that 7 states in India are land-locked. 
China is welcome to invest in Bangladesh, but what exactly is the significance of 7 
Indian states being landlocked?”. Muhammad Yunus’ remark about the landlocked 
status of the North-Eastern states, coupled with his appeal to China and Sanyal’s 
concern over it, serves as a reminder of India’s acute strategic vulnerability over 
the corridor and overreliance on a single chokepoint11. It heightens the threat 
perception triggered by Beijing’s regional influence in Bangladesh under the 
guise of connectivity. Yunus’s controversial statement implicitly mirrors the 
challenges of India’s regional diplomacy. It could potentially undermine the 
overarching ambition of India’s Act East Policy, which envisions the Northeast as 
India’s bridge to Southeast Asia under Indian stewardship, rather than a region 
dependent on Chinese connectivity. Analysts and policymakers emphasised the 
dire need for infrastructure upgrades and alternate routes to ensure continuous 
connectivity, particularly given the altering regional alignments.

China’s Chumbi–Doklam Push: India’s North-Eastern 
Lifeline at Risk

China’s growing presence along the Bhutan-Tibet border—roads, 
patrol tracks, and border villages near Doklam/Jampheri—
has been a constant threat to India’s defensive depth. China’s 

gradual encroachment—”salami-slicing” through dual-use infrastructure (i.e., 
civilian use that can later be converted to military use), border settlements, and 
coercive cartography in disputed areas—undermines its neighbours’ sovereignty 
and resets the facts on the ground. For India, it intensifies the dangers of status 
quo adjustments along the LAC and reduces its strategic depth near chokepoints, 
like the Siliguri Corridor.

11	 Sanyal, Sanjeev. “1906602602059489289.” X, March 31. 2025, https://x.com/sanjeevsanyal/
status/1906602602059489289
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China’s gradual push along the Bhutan-Tibet border—through road 
construction and the expansion of “well-off society” border villages in disputed 
tracts—alters the situation near Doklam and the Jampheri (Zompelri) ridge, a 
vantage point overlooking India’s narrow Siliguri Corridor (“Chicken’s Neck”)12. 
According to satellite-verified reporting, Beijing has accelerated settlement-
building at multiple sites, especially from 202113. A recent report reveals that 
China has built 22 new settlements inside Bhutan’s claimed territory, including 
19 villages and three hamlets, three of which are being expanded into towns. 
Seven of these came to light after early 2023, indicating a significant increase 
in Beijing’s construction work along the disputed border14. These projects serve 
dual security functions, enabling patrol reach, logistics, and civilian cover for state 
presence. Strategically, if Chinese positions press south from their preferred tri-
junction at Gyemochen towards Jampheri, in that case, they gain line-of-sight and 
positional leverage over India’s most vulnerable land bridge to the Northeast—
only about 22-24 km wide at its narrowest, thereby increasing the risks of 
interdiction, coercive signalling, and instability. Furthermore, Bhutan’s ongoing 
boundary diplomacy with China15 has significant implications for India’s security 
preparedness in the Siliguri region. This continental pinch supplements China’s 
maritime encirclement logic, known as the “String of Pearls”16 —a network of 

12	 John Pollock and Damien Symon. “China’s High-Stakes incursion in the heights of Bhutan.” 
Chatham House, June 13, 2023, https://www.chathamhouse.org/publications/the-world-
today/2022-10/chinas-high-stakes-incursion-heights-bhutan

13	 Devjyot Ghoshal, Anand Katakam, and Aditi Bhandari. “China steps up construction along 
disputed Bhutan border, satellite images show.” Reuters, January 12, 2022, https://www.reuters.
com/graphics/CHINA-BHUTAN/BORDER/zjvqknaryvx/

14	 Shubhangi Palve, “China Has Constructed 22 Villages In Bhutan; Eyes Doklam For Strategic 
Supremacy Over India: New Report.” EurAsian Times, October 17, 2024, https://www.
eurasiantimes.com/header-china-has-already-constructed-22/

15	 Ministry of Foreign Affairs of the People’s Republic of China. “Joint Press Release of the 14th 
Expert Group Meeting on the China-Bhutan Boundary Issues.” MFA, August 22, 2024, https://r.
search.yahoo.com/_ylt=Awr1SYiFDuJoDgIAp7e7HAx.;_ylu=Y29sbwNzZzMEcG9zAzE
EdnRpZAMEc2VjA3Ny/RV=2/RE=1760854917/RO=10/RU=https%3a%2f%2fwww.
mfa.gov.cn%2feng%2fxw%2fwjbxw%2f202408%2ft20240823_11478583.html/RK=2/
RS=dWl6G4kTHmbKKvRFcSYUlYkxgZ0-

16	 David Brewster “Beyond the ‘String of Pearls’: Is There Really a Sino-Indian Security Dilemma 
in the Indian Ocean?”  Journal of The Indian Ocean Region, 10, no 2 (October 13, 2024): 133-
49, https://typeset.io/papers/beyond-the-string-of-pearls-is-there-really-a-sino-indian-
20phkwpej4
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Chinese-financed, frequently dual-use port nodes (such as Gwadar, Hambantota, 
and Kyaukpyu/Chittagong) that extend PLA access, intelligence, surveillance, 
and logistics throughout the Indian Ocean littoral. The Hambantota instance, 
which involved a 99-year lease after a debt crisis, exemplifies how nominally 
commercial assets can gain strategic versatility. The foothold-seeking in Bhutan 
(a continental “pearl”) and the Indian Ocean port network (maritime pearls) add 
up to a multi-domain encirclement-by-access approach by China that tightens 
pressure points around India—from the Siliguri chokepoint in the northeast to 
sea-lane gateways in the south and west.

India’s Dual Approach: Securing Borders and Finding 
Regional Alternatives

In the context of the preceding discussion, it is crucial to acknowledge 
that India has undertaken a number of strategic initiatives to protect the Siliguri 
Corridor and its adjacent areas, employing a multifaceted strategy that integrates 
robust security with regional diplomacy. India has bolstered its military stance 
by deploying formations like the XXXIII Corps, revamping the Hasimara 
Airbase with Rafale squadrons, and expediting infrastructure projects through 
the Border Roads Organisation (BRO) to enhance rapid mobility, thereby 
reinforcing deterrence against Chinese incursions from the Chumbi Valley and 
addressing potential threats from Pakistan-sponsored entities or Bangladesh’s 
strategic weaknesses. Conversely, New Delhi has concurrently sought to 
mitigate China’s encirclement policy and limit external influences in Dhaka and 
Islamabad through cooperative yet conditional engagement, safeguarding India’s 
national interests. Equally important is the concurrent initiative to establish 
alternative connectivity routes—such as the Kaladan Multi-Modal Transit 
Project, the BBIN Motor Vehicles Agreement, and port access via Bangladesh 
under BIMSTEC frameworks—that not only reduce India’s dependence on the 
precarious corridor but also connect the Northeast with regional supply chains 
and the wider Indo-Pacific. The interrelated aspects of defence, diplomacy, and 
connectivity collectively showcase India’s holistic approach to safeguarding 
its territorial integrity and economic resilience, as detailed in the following 
discussion.
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India’s Strategic Build-Up and Defence Preparedness

India’s military expansion in the Siliguri corridor, referred by USI’s 
strategic yearbook as ‘India’s Juglar Vein to four countries and eight states,’17 is 
a pressing strategic imperative, as this narrow 22–27 km strip links the Indian 
mainland to its Northeast, which is inhabited by over 45 million people. The 
vulnerability is attributed to the potential encirclement by adversarial forces: Nepal 
to the west, Bhutan to the north, Bangladesh to the south, and China from Tibet. 
The 2017 Doklam standoff between Indian and Chinese forces illustrated how 
events in the neighbouring Chumbi Valley could directly threaten the corridor18. 
In recent years, as already discussed earlier, China’s alleged involvement in the 
restoration of the Lalmonirhat airbase in Bangladesh, located approximately 
135 km from Siliguri, has also exacerbated Indian concerns. Defence strategists, 
including India’s Chief of Defence Staff, have cautioned Parliament that a China–
Pakistan–Bangladesh collusivity “may result in serious implications for India’s 
stability and security dynamics”19. These arguments underscore that bolstering 
Siliguri is not merely a tactical decision but a strategic necessity to ensure the 
Northeast’s connection and India’s overarching national security framework20. 

The Indian state has already implemented concrete measures to 
strengthen the corridor. The XXXIII Corps, based in Sukna (West Bengal), has 
been reinforced to oversee the Sikkim–Bhutan–Tibet region21. According to the 
recent report, the Indian Air Force formally inducted Rafale fighter jets into No. 

17	 United Service Institution of India. USI Strategic Year Book 2024: Strategic Year Book. (New 
Delhi: United Service Institution of India, 2024), 7. https://www.usiofindia.org/pdf/USI%20
Strategic%20Year%20Book%202024_Final.pdf

18	 Ministry of External Affairs, Government of India. “Recent Developments in Doklam Area.” 
Press release,  Media Centre, MEA, June 30, 2017, https://www.mea.gov.in/press-releases.
htm?dtl/28572/Recent_Developments_in_Doklam_Area

19	 NewsonAir. “CDS Anil Chauhan Warns of Security Implications from China-Pak-Bangladesh 
Convergence.” NewsonAir, July 09, 2025, https://www.newsonair.gov.in/cds-anil-chauhan-
warns-of-security-implications-from-china-pak-bangladesh-convergence/

20	 A.K. Bardalai, “Doklam and the Indo-China Boundary”, Journal of Defence Studies, Vol. 12, No. 1 
( January-March 2018): 5-13, http://idsa.in/jds/jds-12-1-2018-doklam-indo-china-boundary

21	  “Fortifying the Siliguri Corridor: Indian Army’s Trishakti Corps Tests High Altitude Warfare 
in Month-Long Exercise,” Republic World, last modified: March 04, 2025, https://www.
republicworld.com/defence/indian-armed-forces/fortifying-the-siliguri-corridor-indian-
armys-trishakti-corps-tests-high-altitude-warfare-in-month-long-exercise.
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101 Squadron at Air Force Station Hasimara, part of the Eastern Air Command. 
Air Chief Marshal R. K. S. Bhadauria noted that the induction was strategically 
designed to bolster India’s air force in the Eastern Sector, notably along the 
Siliguri Corridor. In November 2023, Trishakti Corps and BRO forces built 
a 200-foot Bailey bridge over the Teesta River at Chungthang, restoring access 
to flood-hit North Sikkim22. Following the GLOF tragedy in North Sikkim, 
the BRO restored important bridges at Phidang and Toong, re-establishing 
vital connectivity to Dzongu and Chungthang. Despite harsh weather and 
delays, a modular bridge at Toong and a Bailey suspension bridge at Phidang 
were finished, making travel easier for villagers, the Army, and visitors. These 
efforts demonstrate the BRO’s commitment to speedy infrastructure recovery 
in difficult terrain. The bridges at Phidang, Toong, and Sanklang facilitate 
movement and logistical access along the northern border along the Sikkim-
Bhutan-Tibet tri-junction, which is immediately north of the Siliguri Corridor. 
This ensures that the Indian Army’s supply lines and troop movement remain 
operational even if the corridor is disrupted23. India has bolstered its defences 
along the region, with Rafale and MiG fighter units working together to ensure 
layered air superiority and swift response to invasion. A BrahMos cruise missile 
regiment, capable of striking targets within 300-500 km, provides precision 
strike capabilities to India’s deterrent and “cold start” doctrines. The BrahMos, co-
developed by DRDO and Russia’s NPO Mashinostroyenia, is still the world’s 
fastest operational cruise missile. In addition, a multilayered air defence network 
including Akash, SHORAD, and VSHORAD systems is in place to handle 
various aerial threats across the corridor24. These measures reemphasises the 
point that the Siliguri corridor is not merely a geographical constraint but the 

22	 Ministry of Defence, “Indian Army and BRO Completes The Chungthang Bailey Bridge,” 
Press Release, Press Information Bureau, November 16, 2023, https://www.pib.gov.in/
PressReleasePage.aspx?PRID=1977289#:~:text=Troops%20of%20Trishakti%20Corps%20
Indian%20Army%20with%20the,off%20since%20the%20night%20of%2003%20Oct%2023.

23	 “BRO Completes Crucial Bridges at Phidang and Toong,” Press Release from Government of 
Sikkim, June 11, 2024, https://www.sikkim.gov.in/media/press-release/press-info?name=Pres
s+Release+from+BRO&id=120310

24	 “India Turns Siliguri Corridor (Chicken Neck) into Fortress: Rafales, S-400s Deployed 
amid Rising China-Bangladesh Threat,” Defence Security Asia, April 07, 2025, https://
defencesecurityasia.com/en/india-turns-siliguri-into-fortress-rafales-s-400s-deployed-amid-
rising-china-bangladesh-threat/
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linchpin of India’s eastern defence—without which both military mobility and 
civilian connections to the Northeast would be perilously vulnerable.

Kaladan Project and the Act East Policy: Expanding 
Beyond the Chicken’s Neck

India has recently undertaken several initiatives aimed at enhancing 
the possibility of a maritime communication route between 
Kolkata and the Northeast via Myanmar. Noteworthy among the 

announcements is Union Minister of Ports, Shipping & Waterways and Ayush, 
Sarbananda Sonowal’s recent statement that the Kaladan Multi-Modal Transit 
Transport Project (KMMTTP), initiated in 200325 is expected to be fully 
operational by 202726. Speaking on an occasion, Sonowal remarked: 

Under the visionary leadership of Prime Minister Shri Narendra Modi, 
the Northeast India remains at the forefront of India’s developmental 
agenda. As we stand on this historic threshold, when the landlocked 
Northeast India will finally have a much shorter access to the 
International Sea Route, it would not have been possible without the 
visionary proposition of ‘Act East’ by Narendra Modi ji. Due to Modiji’s 
commitment to the progress and prosperity of the Northeast region, we 
have been able to spearhead with speedy execution of the Sittwe port 
in Myanmar, with an aim to boosting the trade prospect of Northeast 
India in the ensuing years. Apart from the Northeast India, this port will 
also unlock huge commercial potential for Bangladesh, Bhutan and even 
Nepal - apart from India and Myanmar - by acting as a bridge with the 
South East Asia. This is the true reflection of implementation of ‘Sabka 
Saath, Sabka Vikas’ philosophy of Modi ji27. 

25	 Ministry of External Affairs, Government of India. “Question No. 1411: Kaladan Multi-Modal 
Transit Transport Project.” Lok Sabha, New Delhi, July 28, 2023, https://www.mea.gov.in/lok-
sabha.htm?dtl/36922/QUESTION+NO1411+KALADAN+MULTI+MODAL+TRAN
SIT+TRANSPORT+PROJECT

26	 “Kaladan Project between India, Myanmar to Be Operational by 2027: Sonowal,” The Hindu, 
July 07, 2025, https://www.thehindu.com/news/national/kaladan-project-between-india-
myanmar-to-be-operational-by-2027-sonowal/article69783126.ece

27	 Press Information Bureau, “Shri Sarbananda Sonowal to receive the First Indian Cargo Ship 
docking at the Sittwe Port on May 9, 2023”, Ministry of Ports, Shipping and Waterways, May 05, 
2023, https://www.pib.gov.in/PressReleaseIframePage.aspx?PRID=1922176
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By combining road, river, and sea transportation networks, the Kaladan 
Multimodal Transit Project represents a well-calculated strategic move of the 
Indian government to enhance connectivity between India and Myanmar. 
The project, which aims to connect India’s eastern seaports with Myanmar’s 
Sittwe Port and improve access to Northeast India, is significant from both an 
infrastructure and geopolitical standpoint. It consists of a 109-kilometre road 
segment connecting Paletwa to Zorinpui on the India-Myanmar border in 
Mizoram, as well as a 158-kilometre canal along the Kaladan River from Sittwe 
to Paletwa. With the completion of the port and inland water transport terminal 
at Sittwe, the construction of an Inland Water Transport (IWT) terminal and 
related facilities at Paletwa, the creation of a navigational channel between Sittwe 
and Paletwa, and the deployment of six self-propelled IWT vessels, significant 
advancements have been made in the waterways segment. An important turning 
point in this respect was the operationalisation of Sittwe Port in May 202328.  

The Kaladan Multi-Modal Transit Transport Project (KMMTTP) is 
poised to improve regional connectivity by connecting Kolkata with the Northeast 
via Myanmar. Goods from Kolkata can reach Teknaf Port, Bangladesh—only 60 
nautical miles from Sittwe Port—and then be delivered by road to Sabroom, 
Tripura, which is around 300 kilometres away and has an integrated customs 
border with Bangladesh. According to Shri Sarbananda Sonowal, the proposal 
provides a more viable alternative to the current Siliguri-Kolkata route, saving 
time and money. According to empirical statistics, carrying products from Kolkata 
to Aizawl by road through Sittwe, Paletwa, and onwards could save almost 50% 
of the cost of the traditional overland route. Similarly, goods transit from Kolkata 
to Agartala, which presently takes four days over 1,600 km, could be performed 
in two days via Sittwe-Chittagong-Sabroom, saving significant time and money. 
Beyond economic efficiency, the plan is expected to reduce traffic congestion on 
current routes while also lowering environmental expenses. By increasing reliance 
on sea transport, the initiative will reduce fossil fuel use and carbon emissions, 
benefiting both economic growth and ecological sustainability29. 

28	 Ministry of External Affairs, Government of India. “Question No. 1411: Kaladan Multi-Modal 
Transit Transport Project.” Lok Sabha, New Delhi, July 28, 2023, https://www.mea.gov.in/lok-
sabha.htm?dtl/36922/QUESTION+NO1411+KALADAN+MULTI+MODAL+TRAN
SIT+TRANSPORT+PROJECT

29	 Press Information Bureau, “Shri Sarbananda Sonowal to receive the First Indian Cargo Ship 
docking at the Sittwe Port on May 9, 2023”, Ministry of Ports, Shipping and Waterways, May 05, 
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Figure 3: The Sittwe port links Paletwa in Myanmar via an inland waterway 
and connects Paletwa to Zorinpui in Mizoram through a roadway. Merchandise 

from Kolkata to Sittwe Port can be transported to Teknaf Port, Bangladesh, 
located at 60 nautical miles from Sittwe. 

(Source: Ministry of Port, Shipping and Waterways)30

However, due to Myanmar’s unstable security environment, the road 
component—which is essential for creating smooth communication with India’s 
Northeast—has experienced ongoing delays31. In addition to underscoring 
the project’s ongoing significance for India’s “Act East” policy and its larger 

2023, https://www.pib.gov.in/PressReleaseIframePage.aspx?PRID=1922176

30	 Press Information Bureau, “Shri Sarbananda Sonowal to receive the First Indian Cargo Ship 
docking at the Sittwe Port on May 9, 2023”, Ministry of Ports, Shipping and Waterways, May 05, 
2023, https://www.pib.gov.in/PressReleaseIframePage.aspx?PRID=1922176

31	 “India’s Kaladan Conundrum: Navigating Conflict, Connectivity, and China in Western 
Myanmar,” Organisation for Research on China and Asia, May 02, 2025, https://www.orcasia.
org/article/1159/indias-kaladan-conundrum-navigating-conflict-connectivity-and-china-in-
western-myanmar
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regional connectivity objectives, this inconsistent development also reveals the 
difficulties of conducting transnational infrastructure projects in conflict-prone 
areas. Simultaneously, a 166.8-km four-lane highway along NH-6, connecting 
Mawlyngkhung (Meghalaya) to Panchgram (Assam, near Silchar), has also been 
recently approved. The highway, approved by the Indian Cabinet Committee on 
Economic Affairs, will function as a high-speed corridor in the hills and serve 
as an extension or complement to the Myanmar sea-river-road connection. The 
expenditure is around ₹22,864 crore, with a projected completion date of 203032. 
Government statements indicate that once these pieces are in place, cargo can 
transit from Kolkata (and Vizag) via sea to Sittwe, then via river to Paletwa, and 
then by road to Zorinpui (and further by road within India) to access Mizoram 
and other Northeastern states. A particular advantage claimed is that this 
route will diminish the distance between Kolkata and Aizawl by approximately 
700 km, in contrast to existing routes through India (notably via the Siliguri 
Corridor) and Bangladesh33. 

Beyond the Chicken’s Neck: Linking the Northeast to 
Regional Dynamics through BIMSTEC and BBIN

India’s strategic focus on BIMSTEC (Bay of Bengal Initiative for Multi-
Sectoral Technical and Economic Copoperation) connectivity frameworks 
comprising Bangladesh, Myanmar, Sri Lanka, Thailand, Nepal and Bhutan has 
been motivated by the necessity to circumvent the vulnerabilities of the Siliguri 
corridor and to guarantee secure, diverse access routes to the Northeast. The 
BIMSTEC ‘Master Plan for Transport Connectivity’ (2022)34, approved at 

32	 “Cabinet Approves Development of Greenfield High-Speed Corridor from Mawlyngkhung 
in Meghalaya to Panchgram in Assam” NarendraModi.in, April 30, 2025, https://www.
narendramodi.in/cabinet-approves-development-of-greenfield-high-speed-corridor-of-166-
80-km-nh-6-from-mawlyngkhung-near-shillong-in-meghalaya-to-panchgram-near-silchar-in-
assam-on-hybrid-annuity-mode-ham--593013

33	 “Kaladan Project to Be Ready by 2027, Will Benefit Northeast: Union Minister,” NDTV, 
July 07, 2025, https://www.ndtv.com/india-news/kaladan-project-to-be-ready-by-2027-will-
benefit-northeast-union-minister-8838993. Also follow:   Press Information Bureau, “Shri 
Sarbananda Sonowal to receive the First Indian Cargo Ship docking at the Sittwe Port on May 
9, 2023”, Ministry of Ports, Shipping and Waterways, May 05, 2023, https://www.pib.gov.in/
PressReleaseIframePage.aspx?PRID=1922176

34	 Ministry of External Affairs, Government of India. “5th BIMSTEC Summit.” Press release, 
Media Center, MEA, March 30, 2022, https://www.mea.gov.in/press-releases.htm?dtl/35093



The Calcutta Journal of Global Affairs64

the Fifth BIMSTEC Summit, delineating 264 projects valued at USD 126 
billion35 encompassing highways, railways, ports, and inland waterways, aimed 
at connecting the Bay of Bengal coastal states into a cohesive transport network. 
The Master Plan 2022 India aims to utilise these projects to establish maritime 
and riverine channels, including the Chittagong and Mongla ports in Bangladesh 
and Myanmar’s Sittwe port under the Kaladan Multi-Modal Transit Transport 
Project, thus lessening logistical reliance on the constricted Siliguri corridor. Some 
argue that BIMSTEC’s institutional impetus reflects India’s “Look East to Act 
East” strategy, with the Bay of Bengal serving as a connecting corridor between 
South and Southeast Asia. Concurrently, India’s involvement in alternative 
connectivity efforts further enhances this diversification. India officially refrained 
from participating in China’s Belt and Road Initiative (BRI) due to sovereignty 
issues; however, it has strategically engaged in concurrent regional infrastructure 
projects that enhance multimodal transport networks. The Kaladan Project 
(India-Myanmar)36 and the BBIN (Bangladesh, Bhutan, India, Nepal) Motor 
Vehicles Agreement (2015)37 are specifically designed to establish alternative sea-
river-road routes for transporting goods to Northeast India, thereby reducing 
freight costs and travel distances by as much as 700 km compared to the Siliguri 
route. The 2024 document, released by the MEA, Government of India, 
titled ‘The India–Bangladesh Shared Vision Statement for Future: Enhancing 
Connectivity, Commerce and Collaboration for Shared Prosperity’ explicitly 
acknowledges Bangladesh’s pivotal role in India’s Act East Policy, especially 
through improved land, rail, and maritime connections that are beneficial to 
India’s Northeast region. The statement envisions both nations as collaborators 

/5th+BIMSTEC+Summit

35	 Ministry of External Affairs, Government of India, “Foreign Secretary’s Address at the 
International Symposium on “BIMSTEC: A Vehicle for Growth and Development” Organized 
by ISCS Kolkata.” Media Center, MEA, October 25, 2021, https://www.mea.gov.in/Speeches-
Statements.htm?dtl/34415/Foreign+Secretarys+Address+at+the+International+Symposiu
m+on+BIMSTEC+A+Vehicle+for+Growth+and+Development+Organized+by+ISCS+K
olkata

36	 Arjun Sengupta, “Why Northeast-Kolkata Link via Myanmar — Not Bangladesh — Is 
Significant,” The Indian Express, May 19, 2025, https://indianexpress.com/article/explained/
why-northeast-kolkata-link-via-myanmar-not-bangladesh-is-significant-10012402/

37	 Press Information Bureau, Government of India, Ministry of Shipping, “Bangladesh, Bhutan, 
India and Nepal (BBIN) Motor Vehicle Agreement for the Regulation of Passenger, Personal 
and Cargo Vehicular Traffic amongst BBIN.” Press release, Ministry of Shipping, June 10, 2015,  
https://www.pib.gov.in/newsite/PrintRelease.aspx?relid=122417
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in regional prosperity, energy cooperation, and sustainable development across 
South and Southeast Asia38. These attempts suggest that India’s enduring 
dependence on the Siliguri corridor can be strategically mitigated through a 
combination of BIMSTEC-led regionalism and the selective implementation of 
infrastructure corridors, thereby enhancing resilience in the Northeast.

Geopolitical Balancing: India’s Approach to Bangladesh, 
China, and Pakistan

India’s geopolitical landscape necessitates comprehensive strategies 
designed for each neighbouring state to safeguard the Siliguri Corridor and 
integrate the Northeast with the wider world. India sought to prioritise 
collaboration with Bangladesh through economic, transport, and energy 
cooperation; retain robust deterrence while engaging diplomatically with China; 
and pursue containment and counterterrorism strategies with Pakistan. These 
distinct yet complementary strategies are crucial for maintaining regional stability 
while converting the corridor from a liability into a conduit for connection and 
development. The subsequent sections elucidate how these distinct strategies 
should be implemented and balanced in practice.

Dhaka’s Dual Role: A Strategic Buffer and Connectivity 
Bridge for India

A stable, India-aligned Bangladesh is strategically essential for New 
Delhi, especially to protect the northeast and mitigate the strategic threats 
associated with the Siliguri corridor. India and Bangladesh possess a 4,096 km 
border, the fifth-longest international boundary globally39, rendering Dhaka’s 
positioning a pivotal element in India’s security considerations. Under Sheikh 
Hasina, bilateral relations have been enhanced through collaboration in energy 
and connectivity, exemplified by the India–Bangladesh Friendship Pipeline 

38	 Ministry of External Affairs, Government of India. “India–Bangladesh Shared Vision for 
Future: Enhancing Connectivity, Commerce and Collaboration for Shared Prosperity”. Bilateral 
Documents, Media Center, MEA, June 22, 2024,  https://www.mea.gov.in/bilateral-documents.
htm?dtl/37897/IndiaBangladesh_Shared_Vision_for_Future_Enhancing_Connectivity_
Commerce_and_Collaboration_for_Shared_Prosperity

39	 Saqlain Rizve, “The Deadly Border Between Bangladesh and India.” The Diplomat, February 23, 
2024, https://thediplomat.com/2024/02/the-deadly-border-between-bangladesh-and-india/



The Calcutta Journal of Global Affairs66

(inaugurated in 2023)40 and the Akhaura–Agartala train link41, which have 
reduced transportation costs and strengthened economic interdependence. The 
Joint Statement of March 2021 between Prime Ministers Modi and Hasina 
clearly emphasised collaboration on security, connectivity, and counterterrorism as 
foundational elements of the alliance, illustrating how Dhaka’s amicable position 
aids in shielding India’s northeast from external destabilisation42. To maintain 
this strategic direction, India must implement a “carrot and stick” approach that 
combines incentives with deterrents. India granted approximately 30% of the 
overall global developmental assistance to Bangladesh (2020-21). India offered 
a total concessional credit close to USD 10 billion, which encompasses three 
Lines of Credit (LoC) to Bangladesh, the most substantial contribution from any 
one nation, facilitating infrastructure development, including roads, trains, and 
ports43. On the “stick” side, India has intermittently curtailed medical visas and 
intensified security measures when Bangladesh’s policies diverged in ways that 
could bolster anti-India factions or facilitate Chinese influence. These calibrated 
steps act as reminders of India’s leverage while maintaining the possibility for 
deeper integration. Thus, if Bangladesh remains strategically oriented with India 
after Hasina, it can serve as a security buffer against the influence of China and 
Pakistan, thereby safeguarding India’s northeast. Furthermore, in 2017, Hasina’s 
administration assured India that Bangladesh would not allow its territory to 
be used by any nation to jeopardise India’s interests44, a declaration recorded in 

40	 Press Information Bureau. 2023. “PM Narendra Modi and Bangladesh Prime Minister Sheikh 
Hasina Jointly Inaugurated the India-Bangladesh Friendship Pipeline.” Prime Minister’s Office, 
Government of India, March 18, 2023, https://www.pib.gov.in/PressReleaseIframePage.
aspx?PRID=1908377#:~:text=IBFP%20is%20the%20first%20cross%20border%20
energy%20pipeline,strengthen%20people%20to%20people%20linkages%20between%20t-
wo%20sides.

41	 Ministry of External Affairs (India). “India-Bangladesh Bilateral Brief ”, MEA, February 2024, 
https://www.mea.gov.in/Portal/ForeignRelation/Bilateral-Brief-Bangladesh-February-2024.
pdf

42	  SASEC (South Asia Subregional Economic Cooperation). 2021. “Bangladesh and India Reiterate 
Strengthening Trade, Energy Cooperation, and Connectivity for Bilateral, Subregional Benefit,”  
SASEC, March 27, 2021, https://www.sasec.asia/index.php?page=news&nid=1248&url=ind-
ban-ban50

43	  Ministry of External Affairs, Government of India, “Annual Report 2020-2021”, MEA, February 
2025, 2021, https://www.mea.gov.in/Speeches-Statements.htm?dtl/33569

44	 Ministry of External Affiars, Government of India, “India - Bangladesh Joint Statement during 
the State Visit of Prime Minister of Bangladesh to India”, Media Center, MEA April 8, 2017, 
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Parliamentary discussions in Dhaka. These commitments and initiatives validate 
a cooperative Dhaka that can facilitate India’s north-eastern access via alternative 
routes, enhance intelligence cooperation, and restrict strategic opportunities 
for adversaries. Conversely, if Dhaka aligns with Beijing or Islamabad, it might 
convert the Siliguri corridor from a chokepoint into a flashpoint, necessitating 
India’s efforts to maintain stability and alignment in Dhaka.

Diplomatic Balancing: Carrot-and-Stick Approach with 
Beijing

India’s approach to safeguard the Siliguri corridor from China operates 
as a double-edged sword, with military deterrence constituting the primary blade. 
The XXXIII Corps, based in Sukna, serves as the primary defence formation for 
the Sikkim–Bhutan–Tibet tri-junction. These measures illustrate India’s hard 
power strategy: credible military readiness that deters Chinese aggression in the 
Chumbi Valley and Doklam region, hence maintaining the corridor’s security. In 
a column, veteran Lt. Gen. Kamal Davar mentions that since the 2017 Doklam 
standoff, India has significantly strengthened its regional defences with troop 
deployments, advanced weapon systems, and improved air defence infrastructure, 
including the S-400 missile systems under the Eastern Command45.

The second strategy involves diplomatic and economic engagement with 
China, exemplifying India’s carrot-and-stick approach to balance relations with its 
neighbouring states. New Delhi has intermittently moderated its stance towards 
Beijing, highlighting engagement and confidence-building initiatives alongside 
military readiness. This is apparent not only in recent military and diplomatic 
mechanism such as the 21st round of India–China Corps Commander Level 
Meeting46, where both parties committed to preserving peace and tranquillity, 

https://www.mea.gov.in/bilateral-documents.htm?dtl%2F28362%2FIndia++Bangladesh+Joi
nt+Statement+during+the+State+Visit+of+Prime+Minister+of+Bangladesh+to+India+A
pril+8+2017=&utm_source=chatgpt.com

45	 Kamal Davar. “Siliguri Corridor Remains India’s Highly Vulnerable Strategic Artery.” Deccan 
Chronicle, April 17, 2025, https://www.deccanchronicle.com/opinion/columnists/kamal-
davar-siliguri-corridor-remains-indias-highly-vulnerable-strategic-artery-1873517

46	 Ministry of External Affairs, Government of India. “21st Round of India-China Corps 
Commander Level Meeting.” Press Releases, Media Center, MEA, February 21, 2024, https://
www.mea.gov.in/press-releases.htm?dtl/37645/21st_round_of_IndiaChina_Corps_
Commander_Level_Meeting
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but also in historical treaties including the 1993 Agreement on the Maintenance 
of Peace and Tranquilly along the LAC47, the 1996 Agreement on Confidence-
Building Measures48, or the “Political Parameters and Guiding Principles’ 
(2005)49. These historical events suggest that India’s dual strategy is based on two 
key principles: deterrence through physical power and stability achieved through 
measured diplomatic engagement with Beijing.

Pakistan’s Proxy Influence in the Northeast: A Historical 
Concern

To protect the Siliguri corridor from Pakistan’s involvement 
and proxy influence, India has implemented counterterrorism 
measures and engaged in aggressive diplomacy. Historically, 

Pakistan has sought to capitalise on India’s north-eastern weaknesses by 
supporting insurgent factions and establishing connections with hostile 
entities50, a concern that New Delhi has repeatedly emphasised in parliamentary 

47	  “Agreement on the Maintenance of Peace and Tranquillity along the Line of Actual Control 
in the India-China Border Areas”, Peace accords database, United Nations Peacemaker, 
September, 1993, https://peacemaker.un.org/sites/default/files/document/files/2024/05/
cn20in930907agreement20on20india-china20border20areas.pdf

48	 “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”, Peace Accords Database, United 
Nations Peacemaker, November 29, 1996, https://peacemaker.un.org/sites/default/files/
document/files/2024/05/cn20in961129agreement20between20china20and20india.pdf

49	 Ministry of External Affairs, Government of India, “Agreement between the Government of 
the Republic of India and the Government of the People’s Republic of China on the Political 
Parameters and Guiding Principles for the Settlement of the India-China Boundary Question”, 
Bilateral Documents, Media Center, MEA, April 11, 2005,   https://www.mea.gov.in/bilateral-
documents.htm?dtl/6534/Agreement+between+the+Government+of+the+Republic+of+In
dia+and+the+Government+of+the+Peoples+Republic+of+China+on+the+Political+Para
meters+and+Guiding+Principles+for+the+Settlement+of+the+IndiaChina+Boundary+Q
uestion

50	 “ISI’s link with Northeast Insurgency groups”, South Asia Terrorism Portal (SATP), https://
www.satp.org/satporgtp/countries/india/document/papers/Pakistan_report/Anex_G.htm. 
The South Asia Terrorism Portal (SATP) report discloses Pakistan’s enduring strategy of 
supporting insurgency factions in India. The ISI is reported to have supplied training, funding, 
and refuge to several insurgent organisations in Northeast India, notably Naga and Mizo 
factions, from facilities in East Pakistan. The report highlights how these initiatives sought to 
undermine India’s border areas and capitalise on their ethnic and geographical weaknesses. It 
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discussions and counterinsurgency policy reports. India has enhanced bilateral 
counterterrorism collaboration with Bangladesh to prevent Dhaka from providing 
refuge to anti-India groups like ULFA or JMB. One of the analysis released in 
Eurasia Review contends that post-1975, Pakistan’s ISI developed an extensive 
terror network in Bangladesh, incorporating Jamaat-e-Islami, BNP, and Indian 
Insurgent Groups (IIGs) to undermine stability in India’s northeast. It identifies 
Islamic figures, including Maulana Habibur Rahman, as ISI operatives who assist 
groups like ULFA, NLFT, and NSCN, thereby consolidating many insurgent 
organisations into a cohesive network51. India has implemented a comprehensive 
security framework to neutralise these threats through the Trishakti Corps 
(XXXIII Corps) and the Border Security Force (BSF), alongside intelligence 
fusion cells and collaborative counterterrorism efforts with Bangladesh. These 
measures sought to subdue Pakistan’s capacity to utilise the Northeast as a proxy 
battleground.

Conclusion

The Siliguri Corridor epitomises the paradox of geography in strategic 
affairs: while it serves as India’s lifeline to the Northeast and thereafter to 
Southeast Asia, it is also a fragile bottleneck susceptible to external forces. The 
corridor serves a purpose not just for sustaining territorial cohesiveness, but 
also for facilitating India’s broader geopolitical goals under the Act East Policy. 
Recent events, such as China’s infrastructure drive in Doklam and Lalmonirhat, 
Bangladesh’s shifting rhetoric, and Pakistan’s proxy intentions, reveal that the 
corridor is a potential flashpoint in South Asian geopolitics. As a result, India’s 
policy has evolved into a multifaceted approach, balancing hard power deterrence 
with diplomatic engagement and alternative connectivity projects to prevent 
strategic overdependence.

India’s purposeful blend of deterrence and diplomacy is shown in 
its emphasis on enhancing defence preparedness—through the XXXIII 
Corps, Hasimara airbase, and BRO-led infrastructure expansion—as well as 
seeking cooperation frameworks such as BIMSTEC, BBIN, and port access 
in Bangladesh. Similarly, counterterrorism cooperation with Dhaka and the 

indicates that Pakistan’s clandestine involvement has been a persistent factor in perpetuating 
insurgencies in India’s border states.

51	 Rajeev Sharma, “ISI Network In Bangladesh – Analysis”, Eurasia Review, February 13, 2012, 
https://www.eurasiareview.com/13022012-isi-network-in-bangladesh-analysis/
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regional isolation of Pakistan demonstrate New Delhi’s desire to prevent indirect 
threats from abusing the corridor. These combined initiatives demonstrate India’s 
understanding that the Siliguri Corridor is more than just a physical link; it is a 
symbol of its national unity and strategic resilience.

Suggestions

Based on the findings and analysis of the present study, the following 
suggestions are proposed.

1.	 Improve Alternative Connectivity Routes: India should complete the 
Kaladan Multi-Modal Transit Project and operationalise BBIN lines 
to diversify connectivity to the Northeast. Parallel developments in 
multimodal transport corridors connecting Bangladesh and Myanmar 
would lessen reliance on a single chokepoint. Another suggested 
option to circumvent the Siliguri Corridor is the Tarapokhar–Shakati 
elevated corridor, which would connect the Uttar Dinajpur and 
Jalpaiguri districts of West Bengal along the Indo-Bangladesh border. 
The route has the potential to decrease the distance from 131 km to 
approximately 20 km, hence minimising dependence on the Siliguri 
segment. Inspired by the Kartarpur Corridor, it underscores the 
potential of cross-border infrastructure achieved via strategic diplomacy 
and collaboration. Additionally, the Hili-Mahendraganj transnational 
corridor also provides a direct connection between West Bengal and 
Meghalaya via Bangladesh, thereby reducing reliance on the Siliguri 
Corridor. An eight-lane highway would significantly reduce travel time 
to the Northeast, while Bangladesh may gain economically from annual 
transit revenue, akin to China’s pipeline payments to Myanmar52.

2.	 Strengthen Defence and Monitoring Infrastructure: Although 
military deterrence has increased, India should combine satellite 
monitoring, drone reconnaissance, and cyber-defence capabilities in 
the Siliguri region. Establishing permanent rapid-reaction units and 
forward logistics hubs will strengthen deterrence against surprise 
aggression.

52	  Mahinder Pal Singh, “Siliguri Corridor: India’s strategic lifeline and a growing concern”, The Times 
of India, May 29, 2025, https://timesofindia.indiatimes.com/blogs/voices/siliguri-corridor-
indias-strategic-lifeline-and-a-growing-concern/
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3.	 Diplomatic Engagement with Bangladesh: To navigate Dhaka’s 
fluctuating alliances, India needs to use a balanced approach of incentives 
and sanctions. Expanding cross-border trade, energy dependency, and 
cultural diplomacy can keep Bangladesh in India’s strategic orbit, yet 
strong signals must be maintained to prevent Chinese or Pakistani 
intentions.

4.	 Regional and Global Alliances: India can use venues such as 
BIMSTEC, QUAD, and G20 to highlight the strategic vulnerability 
of chokepoints in South Asia. This would raise global awareness and 
establish cooperative mechanisms for resilience. At the same time, 
proactive engagement with Bhutan is essential to prevent Chinese 
salami-slicing in Doklam.

5.	 Integrate Security and Development in the Northeast: To ensure 
long-term stability, the region should be developed as an economic 
hub rather than just a border buffer. Prioritising digital infrastructure, 
industrial corridors, and youth engagement in the region would 
help it integrate into the Indian mainstream while also reducing its 
vulnerability to external exploitation.
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