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Extended Abstract
Introduction

The Belt and Road Initiative (BRI), launched by Chinese President Xi
Jinping in 2013, is one of the most ambitious infrastructure and
connectivity projects in modern history. Spanning more than 150
countries through six overland economic corridors and the 21st
Century Maritime Silk Road, the BRI seeks to enhance global
connectivity by mobilizing infrastructure investments projected to
exceed $1 trillion by 2027. It is officially presented as a framework
for economic cooperation, trade facilitation, and infrastructure
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development; however, the initiative carries significant geopolitical
implications that can reshape power dynamics across Eurasia and
beyond.

China has been accused of employing strategies such as debt-trap
diplomacy and opaque financing arrangements to expand its influence
over strategically important assets, including ports, energy routes, and
economic corridors. For India, the traditional dominant power in
South Asia and the Indian Ocean region, the BRI represents an
existential threat to its national security and regional hegemony. Key
components of the initiative, particularly the China—Pakistan
Economic Corridor (CPEC), which passes through the disputed
territory of Kashmir, are viewed by New Delhi as direct violations of
India’s sovereignty. At the same time, Chinese investments in
strategic ports—including Gwadar in Pakistan, Hambantota in Sri
Lanka, and Djibouti—have reinforced concerns over the so-called
String of Pearls strategy, which is widely perceived as an effort to
expand China’s maritime presence and constrain India’s strategic
reach.

These developments have transformed India—China relations into a
paradox of economic warming alongside security-cum-strategic
cooling. In other words, bilateral trade reached approximately $128
billion in 2024, even as security relations deteriorated following the
border clashes in Galwan and Tawang in 2020 and 2022, respectively.
Consequently, the BRI has evolved beyond a development initiative
into a strategic instrument that India increasingly perceives as
facilitating China’s regional encirclement and constraining India’s
geopolitical influence. In response, New Delhi has gradually shifted
from its traditional posture of strategic neutrality toward more
proactive balancing measures.

The present study aimed to examine the strategic competition
underlying the apparent warming India—China relations, focusing on
how the BRI had intensified geopolitical rivalry and contributed to
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recurring border tensions. It tried to answer the following question:
How has China’s Belt and Road Initiative contributed to the
intensification of geopolitical competition and border tensions
between India and China? Drawing on theories of international
relations, the study analyzed China’s strategy of expanding regional
and global influence through the BRI alongside India’s
counterbalancing responses, highlighting the resulting structural
instability within South Asia’s evolving security architecture.

Materials and Methods

This study adopted a descriptive—analytical method to examine India—
China relations in the context of the BRI. The analysis relied on the
theories of international relations, particularly the balance of threat
theory.

Results and Discussion

The BRI has significantly intensified geopolitical competition
between India and China, transforming what initially appeared to be
economic initiatives into broader security challenges. China’s strategy
is pursued through three main types of corridors: maritime (e.g., the
Maritime Silk Road in the Indian Ocean), hybrid (e.g., the China—
Pakistan Economic Corridor and the Bangladesh—China—India—
Myanmar Economic Corridor), and land-based (e.g., the China—
Central Asia—West Asia Economic Corridor). By 2025, more than 147
countries had joined the BRI, collectively accounting for
approximately one-third of global GDP and half of the world’s
population. BRI investments had reached $550 billion by early 2023,
with projections estimating that the initiative could add up to $7.5
trillion annually to global GDP by 2040.

Moreover, the BRI corridors converging around India’s periphery
carry significant strategic implications. Along the disputed Line of
Actual Control (LAC)—which is divided into the western (Ladakh),
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middle, and eastern sectors—China controls approximately 38,000
square kilometers of territory claimed by India in Jammu and
Kashmir, while Pakistan transferred an additional 5,183 square
Kilometers to China in 1963. The $62 billion CPEC passes through
Gilgit-Baltistan, facilitating the presence of more than 30,000 Chinese
personnel. Border confrontations at Galwan in 2020 and in Tawang in
2022 further underscore the initiative’s security implications. In the
Indian Ocean, the String of Pearls network—including Chittagong
($2.41 billion), Kyaukpyu ($7.4 billion), Gwadar ($50.6 billion), and
Hambantota ($1.47 billion)—supports China’s transition from a naval
strategy of near seas defense to one of far seas protection. Events such
as Chinese submarine visits to Colombo in 2014), expanded naval
patrols in 2017, and the establishment of a military base in Djibouti in
2016 reflect China’s growing security presence in the region. More
broadly, China’s regional influence now exceeds India’s; Chinese
investments in both South and Central Asia had surpassed $25 billion
by the mid-2025, while China’s trade with ASEAN reached $468.8
billion, compared with India’s $78.9 billion.

For India, the BRI presents a multidimensional challenge
encompassing border security, regional influence, and maritime
strategy. The integration of economic corridors with military and
infrastructure capabilities—particularly through the China—Pakistan
Economic Corridor and China’s expanding presence in the Indian
Ocean—creates overlapping strategic vulnerabilities. China’s
growing presence in Gilgit-Baltistan undermines India’s territorial
claims and strengthens the Sino—Pakistani partnership, further
complicating India’s management of the LAC. At the same time,
China’s expanding maritime footprint challenges India’s long-
standing role as the net security provider in the Indian Ocean.

India’s response has combined domestic, regional, and global
strategies. Domestically, measures such as the revocation of Article
370 in 2019 were intended to consolidate governance over Jammu and
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Kashmir. Regionally, initiatives including Chabahar Port ($500
million), the International North—South Transport Corridor (INSTC),
and the India—Middle East-Europe Economic Corridor (IMEC),
launched at the 2023 G20 Summit, seek to provide viable alternatives
to BRI routes. Globally, India has deepened its participation in the
Quad, supported the G7’s Build Back Better World (B3W) initiative,
and engaged with the European Union’s Global Gateway strategy as
part of a broader coalition-building effort.

From the perspective of balance of threat, India’s hybrid balancing
strategy—combining limited internal balancing with selective
external partnerships—has constrained China’s strategic expansion
but has failed to eliminate the underlying sources of tension. The
BRI’s persistent lack of transparency and its broader security
externalities continue to reinforce a competitive and increasingly
uncertain regional security environment. It seems that the long-term
stability of South Asia will depend on greater transparency in BRI
financing, improved border management mechanisms, and more
equitable access to regional markets.

Conclusion

The BRI has not only generated economic opportunities but has also
intensified strategic competition between India and China, posing
significant challenges to India’s national security through territorial
encroachments, maritime encirclement, and China’s expanding
regional influence. India’s multifaceted balancing strategy includes
policy changes in Kashmir, the development of alternative
connectivity initiatives (e.g., the IMEC and the Chabahar Port
project), and alliances through the Quad. They all have helped
preserve a degree of geopolitical equilibrium while simultaneously
contributing to heightened border tensions and broader security
challenges. These findings suggest that the BRI is likely to remain a
source of instability in South Asia if not accompanied by greater
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transparency, respect for national sovereignty, and adherence to the
principle of non-interference in territorial disputes. Consequently,
India must continue pursuing a proactive balancing strategy to
safeguard its strategic interests and shape the evolving regional
security architecture. Future research could examine the long-term
economic impacts of the BRI beyond 2030 or undertake comparative
analyses of other countries affected by the initiative.

Keywords: The Belt and Road Initiative, Geopolitical competition,
Balancing, Border disputes, National security.
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