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A recent investigation by Robert Barnett in Foreign Policy revealed a dangerous,

although not unexpected, development in the high Himalayas that carries serious risks

for international peace and security. Without firing a shot, China has seized a large

portion of the sovereign territory of another country: the constitutional monarchy of

Bhutan.

Over the past five years, China has constructed roads, military and police outposts,

hydropower and communications facilities, Communist Party centers, and entire villages

in the Beyul and Menchuma valleys in northern Bhutan. China already controls about 1

percent of Bhutan’s entire territory, which “would be comparable to the United States

losing Maine or Kentucky,” Barnett writes. China has made explicit claims to more. It is

flagrantly violating a 1998 treaty in which Beijing recognized and agreed not to alter the
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territorial integrity of Bhutan, a verdant, mountainous kingdom about the size of

Switzerland.

Barnett and others argue that China is seizing territory of spiritual importance to the

Bhutanese so that it can pressure Bhutan into exchanging that land for other

strategically significant territory in western Bhutan. China wants the western territory

because, in the event of a Sino-Indian war, it would provide Chinese forces with a base

from which to invade a strip of Indian land called the Siliguri Corridor, or the Chicken

Neck, thus severing eastern and central India into two.

China’s landgrab was foreseeable. It has been violating Bhutanese territory in a

significant way for at least 15 years to test how far it can go without triggering pushback.

I wrote in December 2014 about Chinese incursions then occurring into Bhutan,

warning that “[i]f China crosses the Bhutanese frontier often enough with impunity,

China’s claim to Bhutan’s territory will become stronger. And other states — from Nepal

to India — will be on notice that they could be next.” Unfortunately, when China saw

that it could nibble at Bhutanese land without consequence, it started swallowing whole

chunks.

Beijing is bringing to the Himalayas the strategy it has used to secure claims across the

South China Sea. China’s “piecemeal, step-by-step approach” of building artificial

islands and seizing reefs there has shifted “the status quo without triggering a major

conflict with its neighbors or Washington,” writes Professor Hal Brands. It will keep

probing to learn how far “opportunistic power can go,” he notes. “What keeps the world

relatively orderly is not the absence of malign intentions but fear of the consequences

that aggressive action will bring.” Brands argues that China’s growing expansion

“indicates that this fear is slowly ebbing.”

The United States should stand squarely with Bhutan and not let Beijing’s probing go

unchecked, lest it invite more aggression across Asia. I propose the following:

First, on September 24, 2021, the leaders of “the Quad” (the United States, Australia,

Japan, and India) affirmed that they stand for “the rule of law” and the “territorial

integrity of states.” The State Department should build on this communiqué and

explicitly oppose Chinese encroachment into Bhutan, call for the return of the seized

territory, and, only then, the resumption of Sino-Bhutanese border talks.

Second, Bhutan has shown mettle, refusing Chinese offers of substantial economic aid to

bring it into its orbit. In response, Bhutan should receive infrastructure assistance
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through the G-7-backed “Build Back Better World” initiative, which mobilizes

infrastructure investment in areas like climate and health. Bhutan — a democracy that

has undergone several peaceful transitions of power and enshrined environmental

protection in its constitution — would be a model aid recipient.

Third, while Bhutan does not maintain formal ties with any Permanent Members of the

United Nations Security Council (including neither the United States nor China), the

American Embassy in New Delhi should consider, in coordination with Bhutan, a trip by

American officials to the Bhutanese territory claimed by China. The U.S. military

engages in “freedom of navigation” tours into airspace and waters erroneously claimed

by China; U.S. diplomats should consider doing so on land, too.

Fourth, Washington should work with India to present a unified front to protect

Bhutanese sovereignty. India has a uniquely close relationship with Bhutan and has also

been the victim of Chinese territorial revisionism; in June 2020, Chinese military

crossed into India and clashed with Indian soldiers, leaving 21 Indians dead.

Strengthening Bhutan’s territorial integrity will help secure India’s borders as well.

By taking these steps, Washington can help create negative incentives for China to seize

territory through salami-slicing tactics in Bhutan and elsewhere. The United States will

buttress a small, democratic state against subversion. And it will push back against

Beijing’s revanchism, which now stretches from the highest mountains to the sea.
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