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Executive Summary

China’s strategy along the Line of Actual Control (LAC) is increasingly
moving beyond conventional military confrontation towards grey-zone
territorial consolidation through civilian infrastructure and permanent
settlements. Xiaokang border villages, supported by roads,
communication networks and
dual-use logistics
infrastructure, strengthen
China'’s civilian presence while
enabling rapid PLA
mobilisation and reinforcing
territorial claims.

India has responded through
initiatives such as the Vibrant
Villages Programme, focusing
on infrastructure, connectivity
and economic development to
prevent out-migration and
strengthen frontier
communities. The emerging
contest along the LAC is
therefore increasingly about

sustained population,
infrastructure and resilience
alongside military
preparedness.

India’s long-term security will
depend on transforming
vulnerable border settlements
into economically viable and
strategically resilient
communities capable of
countering China’s creeping
grey-zone consolidation.
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The geopolitical competition
along the 3,488-kilometer Line of
Actual Control (LAC) has
fundamentally evolved, shifting
away from purely traditional
military maneuverstoward a
sophisticated doctrine of gray-
zone territorial consolidation.
Central to Beijing’'s long-term
strategy in the Himalayasis the
aggressive weaponization of
civilian infrastructure. Rather than
relying solely on troop surges or
overt borderincursions, China has
systematically constructed
hundreds of model border
defense villages—known as
Xiaokang—alongside advanced
dual-use transport networks. This
strategy leverages civilian
presence to establishirreversible
facts onthe ground, challenging
traditional concepts of
sovereignty and border
management.
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hundred of these specialized villages
have been established, with a
significant concentration positioned
directly opposite India's northeastern
frontier, particularly in Arunachal
Pradesh. Structurally, these
settlements are far more than simple
residential clusters; they feature
robust, multi-story housing, all-weather
communication networks, reinforced
helipads, and grid power designed to
support long-term habitation in hostile
terrain.

This infrastructure rollout is heavily
backed by legislative measures,
notably China's Land Border Law,
which formally integrates border

defense with civilian socio-economic

development and legalizes
administrative claim-making. By
populating these remote, disputed
sectors with carefully selected and
loyal demographics, Beijing attempts
to satisfy domestic legal frameworks
while generating a permanent civilian
footprint. This creates a continuous
human barrier that strengthens its
territorial claims under international
optics, effectively practicing creeping
territorial expansion without triggering
open warfare.
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Dual-Use Logistics
and the Erosion of
Asymmetry

Rather than just being
inhabitants of the regions,
the design of the
infrastructure that facilitates
these border areas has been
specifically designed to
allow for quick mobilization
of military resources. The
dual-functioning highway
system, the archipelagic
tunnels, and the intensive rail
networks along the LAC
enable the PLA to move
ammunition and heavy armor
tactically and effectively.
These ’‘civilian” means of
transportation thus serve the
dual purpose of connecting
the economies on the
borders with the mainland
but converting into transit
zones and supply routes in
times of crises, thus boosting
deployment speed and
putting China in the
advantageous position in
terms of military logistics.

Rather than just being inhabitants of the regions, the design of the infrastructure
that facilitates these border areas has been specifically designed to allow for
quick mobilization of military resources. The dual-functioning highway system,
the archipelagic tunnels, and the intensive rail networks along the LAC enable
the PLA to move ammunition and heavy armor tactically and effectively. These
‘civilian’ means of transportation thus serve the dual purpose of connecting the
economies on the borders with the mainland but converting into transit zones
and supply routes in times of crises, thus boosting deployment speed and
putting China in the advantageous position in terms of military logistics.
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India’s Counter-
Strategy: The
Vibrant Villages
Programme

Recognizing the serious challenges posed by demographic emptiness and
low populations on the border, New Delhi has modified its security approach
via initiatives such as the Vibrant Villages Programme (VVP). The aim of the
programme is to prevent out-migration and boost economy in border areas,
by upgrading infrastructure, digital communication, all-weather roads and
creating sustainable living options in the border villages of north India.

By transforming these marginalized areas into thriving economic and cultural
hubs—complete with tourism promotion, green energy grids, and localized
agricultural cooperatives—India is effectively neutralizing Beijing's gray-
zone tactics. Crucially, this strategy ensures that local populations act as
conscious guardians of the frontier and active nodes for intelligence rather
than silent witnesses to encroachment.
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The ew Eqdilibrium:

The strategic competition across the
Line of Actual Control has gone
beyond the typical arms race and into
a deeper struggle involving
infrastructure, the population, and
resilience. Both countries are working
to secure their presence in the
mountainous area and the balance of
power is now gradually shifting
toward the country that is able to keep
its civilians alive there and provide
logistics needed for the operations in
this challenging environment.

This gray-zone friction demonstrates
that territorial control is no longer

measured solely by troop
deployments during seasonal
standoffs, but by permanent,
embedded presence. Beijing'’s

aggressive push to colonize the
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Infrastructure and .
Resilience on the Frontier

through dual-use networks and
Xiaokang settlements forces a
profound strategic dilemma for New
Delhi.

India's proactive counter-measures—
epitomized by the expansion of
strategic roads, digital connectivity,
and the economic revitalization of
border hamlets—signal a vital
doctrinal maturation. By recognizing
that civilian settlements are frontline
assets, New Delhi is actively
neutralizing vulnerabilities. The
ultimate security of the Himalayas will
not rely on military might alone, but on
the enduring socio-economic vitality
of the populations who call the frontier
home, ensuring a balanced and

resilient deterrence framework for the
future.
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As the geopolitical contest along the Line of Actual Control deepens, the
traditional paradigms of Himalayan defense require a permanent conceptual
overhaul. The deliberate blurring of civilian and military domains through
Beijing’'s frontier initiatives demands an equally sophisticated response from
New Delhi. Moving forward, India's strategic calculus must recognize that
conventional military readiness alone is insufficient to counter the insidious
nature of gray-zone territorial consolidation. Deterrence in the high Himalayas is
increasingly an economic and demographic equation, where the presence of
thriving local communities acts as the ultimate psychological and physical
bulwark against creeping encroachment.

In order for this doctrine to work, the ongoing execution of the Vibrant Villages
Program needs to go beyond the mere provision of infrastructure to enable
genuine regional self-sufficiency. The attention of policymakers should be fixed
on the need to connect border economies with mainstream markets, develop
sustainable local industries like eco-tourism and high-altitude agriculture, and
ensure good digital connectivity for youth living in remote areas. Economically
empowered and engaged populations in border regions will automatically turn
into proactive defenders of the state border.

Ultimately, India’s northern border security will depend on changing historical
weaknesses into lasting advantages. If India combines the ability to react quickly
and effectively with dynamic sustainable border communities, it will reduce the
effect of unconventional gray zone tactics. The region will always be a difficult
field of geopolitical struggle, however, due to careful and consistent planning it
can turn into stable ground for India's autonomy.
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The Way
Forward

Looking ahead, India's strategic trajectory
along its northern frontier aligns seamlessly
with a broader, proactive vision of
comprehensive national security and
inclusive border development. Increased
importance is given by the government in
recent years to key geo-strategic
connections, such as the new operational
and infrastructural focus on the important
Siliguri Corridor bottleneck, allowing
smooth logistics and fast deployment of
military troops. At the same time, the active
popularization of the concept of border
village development allows the
modernization of previously ignored villages
into economically and demographically
sustainable ones. By integrating these
regions into the national mainstream and
fostering a deeper public connection with
frontier realities through outreach
frameworks like Seema Darshan, India is
working towards a real whole-of-nation
approachto defense of the territory.

It is this synergy between the transport
infrastructure and development at the
grassroots level along with the public-civic
engagement into the process of
government operations that creates a strong
deterrence mechanism that prevents any
attempts of grey-zone expansionism and
secures the nation's sovereign frontiers for
the future.
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