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Bhutan King Jigme Khesar Namgyel Wangchuck with Prime Minister Narendra Modi during their
meeting in New Delhi. | Photo Credit: AFP

During Bhutan King Jigme Khesar Namgyel Wangchuck’s visit to New Delhi this month, India
announced a number of measures to support its neighbour’s development plans. However, the
unspoken part of the visit was Bhutan’s boundary talks with China. Before the King’s visit to
India, Bhutanese Prime Minister Lotay Tshering had said in an interview that Bhutan and China
have made considerable progress on demarcating border lines. In a discussion moderated by
Suhasini Haidar,Pavan K. Varma and Phunchok Stobdan take stock of the India-Bhutan
relationship. Edited excerpts:

What has made the India-Bhutan relationship “exemplary” and unique?

Pavan K. Varma: Bhutan is not just a neighbour, but a very important and strategic one. Its
border with India is over 600 km long, and it plays the role of a buffer between China and India.
The relationship has been strengthened from the time of our independence. What is important is
that we didn’t allow the ‘Big Brother’ syndrome to apply to Bhutan — from 1958 when Jawaharlal
Nehru trekked across the Himalayas to Bhutan and assured it of independence and sovereignty
to the present time where the interests of Bhutan are linked to the interests of India, and vice
versa, by an institutional and economic framework. India is Bhutan’s biggest development
partner. India is the largest source of imports for Bhutan. We have managed to create this bond
not only through rhetoric, but by harnessing hydroelectricity for which the rivers in Bhutan, which
come down from the Himalayas to India, have been used. There are joint agreements whereby
India buys power generated in Bhutan. Hydroelectricity has become one of the biggest revenue
earners of Bhutan, which makes Bhutan the country with the highest per capita income in South
Asia today.

Editorial | Substance and subtext: On India-Bhutan ties 

Phunchok Stobdan: I will go a little bit beyond the transactional, developmental orientation of
the relationship that we have built. I think its very basis is not India, but China, and a desire
since the 17th century to identify Bhutan as distinct from Tibet. In the 17th century, when the
Shabdrung Rinpoche broke away from Tibet, it is to India and not Tibet that Bhutan looked. In a
sense, independent India continued a relationship that the British had built. Bhutan is a Buddhist
theocracy, a monarchy, and a modern state. So, it is special for us from a historical context to a
theological context, from a strategic context to an economic one.

https://www.thehindu.com/news/national/pm-modi-holds-talks-with-bhutan-king-focus-on-bilateral-ties/article66698183.ece
https://www.thehindu.com/news/international/china-bhutan-officials-meet-in-kunming-agree-to-push-forward-boundary-talks/article66377014.ece
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What was the context of the visit by the Bhutan King to Delhi this week, given speculation
around a possible breakthrough on boundary talks with China that Mr. Tshering had alluded to in
an interview?

Pavan K. Varma: I do not think that is the context of the visit. Traditionally, a significant feature
of this relationship has been the regularity of high-level visits. Even when the NDA (National
Democratic Alliance) government came to power, the first country which Prime Minister
(Narendra Modi) visited was Bhutan. The visit of the King of Bhutan was planned far in advance.

Interview | Bhutan-China ties won’t harm India’s interests: Bhutan Foreign Minister

Even so, would a breakthrough with China be a concern for India?

Pavan K. Varma: It’s a concern that underpins the manner in which the relationship with Bhutan
has been structured. China has been seeking a toehold in Bhutan for decades. Where Bhutan
decides its boundary with China (to the west) is of exceptional relevance to India because that is
a trijunction of the three countries. Bhutan is fully conscious of India’s strategic needs. As per
their 2007 Treaty of Friendship, India and Bhutan consult at a high level in order to be able to
maximise or reinforce their mutual strategic interests. Bhutan has been having talks with China
on the boundary question for years, and there has been no decision yet. Similarly, India and
China have frequently had boundary talks without any agreement being reached. So, Mr.
Tshering was not saying anything new when he said that three countries are involved there. This
is not only a bilateral matter between Bhutan and China; India’s interests are also involved.

Phunchok Stobdan: I don’t believe that the Government of India was unaware about what was
discussed between China and Bhutan. But the Foreign Secretary made one thing clear in his
statement: India will not talk about Bhutan-China negotiations publicly; however, when it comes
to India’s national security, there will be no compromise. The language was tough, and there
seems to be a change in tone from our side. I think India is not concerned about a breakthrough
on [talks on] territory to Bhutan’s north with China, but when it comes to the west, to the area
near India, the Foreign Secretary’s statement made it clear that we are concerned about it.

After the Doklam standoff between India and China in 2017, has there been a change in
Bhutan’s willingness to discuss the boundary?

Pavan K. Varma: I don’t believe so. China has been offering major concessions on the north in
order to obtain a much smaller territory, which is in Doklam, for years. Bhutan has resisted this
offer consistently because it understands India’s security concerns and will not decide its border
with China without taking into account India’s interests. Of course, Bhutan is aware that China is
a menacing power, that China’s build-up in that disputed area is considerable, and there is also
some incremental encroachment beyond the boundary dispute into Bhutanese territory. The
Bhutanese monitor this very carefully and, to the best of my knowledge, keep the Indian
government informed. India is absolutely within its rights to stress that this is a matter of
strategic importance to us, because the Doklam plateau overlooks the Chumbi Valley, which
overlooks the chicken’s neck (Siliguri corridor). India says this not because Bhutan is threatening
its cooperation with India on this front, but to send a message to China that we will draw a line
here in conformity with our national interest.

Also read | Former Bhutan king warned India about China: R&AW ex-chief A.S. Dulat

Phunchok Stobdan: I think India has been briefed by Bhutanese diplomats at every stage
about the developments on the border talks. What I heard is that in the last couple of years,
Bhutan and China have adopted a process of using a modern methodology to draw the

https://www.thehindu.com/opinion/interview/post-covid-necessary-for-neighbours-to-work-together-bhutan-fm-on-china-bhutan-boundary-talks/article65646740.ece
https://www.thehindu.com/news/national/bhutan-king-had-warned-of-chinese-pressure-for-doklam-settlement-in-1999-as-dulat/article66304571.ece
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boundary lines on the ground, not peak to peak. And there may be some adjustment of territory
as a result of that. However, we must pay more attention to the mood inside Bhutan changing in
a way that may not be in our favour. Bhutanese youth are travelling outside to study. Now you
have new perceptions in Bhutan, where every action of India may not be seen in a positive
manner. Yes, I think Doklam has played some role in that, given the feelings of nationalism that
were expressed by India, and the worries inside Bhutan that they [Bhutan] were being squeezed
in the rivalry between India and China. I think we need more diplomacy, more diplomats who
understand Bhutanese sentiments in this regard.

What is the way forward in terms of building trust between the two countries?

Pavan K. Varma: There is now a new generation in Bhutan. And I believe that the umbilical cord
of educational connectivity between India and Bhutan is slightly frayed. But I don’t believe this
should add insecurity to a relationship. Even the youth know that Bhutan and India’s
development partnership is the key to Bhutan’s continued prosperity.

Also read | China builds ropeway, roads near tri-junction

Phunchok Stobdan: It is true that people in Bhutan, especially above the age of 35, are
conscious about the importance of the India relationship. But younger Bhutanese need to be
reached out to. These days much of the negative sentiments, wrong information about India, are
on social media in Bhutan. Some in Bhutan feel that Indians are using security issues as an
excuse to keep Bhutan under India’s control. These kinds of things were not discussed, say, five
years ago. Let’s remember that the Bhutan-India relationship has survived mainly because it
was built on mutual trust, which means Bhutan has equally driven the relationship. India has to
keep up this relationship not just economically, or through a transactional relationship, but by
reaching out to the new generation.

Would you say, then, that the India-Bhutan relationship is intact?

Phunchok Stobdan: Yes. Our ties are built on spiritual underpinnings, and those are not going
to go away. Besides, the imperatives of geography, economy, connectivity all strengthen that.
The challenges are there, of course. My own sense is that China is employing all kinds of tools,
instruments, methodology to attract the Bhutanese — through trade, their modern cities,
scholarships. That’s the fear, and we have to meet the challenge.

Pavan K. Varma: I think the relationship is not only intact, but will strengthen in the years to
come. The India-Bhutan relationship has crystallised over the decades into such a mammoth
edifice of mutually beneficial interaction that it is difficult to dismantle. The key to strengthening it
for the future is for India not to show any insecurity about this relationship, or in any way attempt
to stifle differing voices, whether on social media or otherwise, but to pursue this relationship
with trust and complete faith.

Pavan K. Varma is a writer, former diplomat and MP. He served as India’s Ambassador to
Bhutan from 2009 to 2012; Phunchok Stobdan, an academic and a former diplomat, is the
author of The Great Game in the Buddhist Himalayas
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