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ABSTRACT

The India-Myanmar border is a porous and complex frontier. It is influenced by difficult
terrain, ethnic linkages and weak infrastructure making it very susceptible to cross border infiltration. It
examines the connections between traditional threats to security, such as insurgency, militant havens
and arms trafficking, and non-traditional threats such as drug trafficking, human trafficking, irregular
migration and informal economies. The region’s proximity to the Golden Triangle and the fall-out from
Myanmar’s 2021 coup has compounded the threats, creating a complex security nexus. The Free
Movement Regime maintains socio-cultural ties but makes border management more difficult. It argues
that an exclusively state-centric approach is not enough and highlights the importance of an integrated
strategy to address the multi-dimensional challenges of the border through security, development and
regional cooperation.

KEYWORDS: India-Myanmar Border, Insurgency, Traditional Security, Non-Traditional Security,
Opium (Kani), Myanmar Military Coup.

Introduction

The 1,643 Km long India-Myanmar border, stretching across four Indian states—Arunachal
Pradesh (520 km), Nagaland (215 km), Manipur (398 km), and Mizoram (510 km)—represents a
complex geopolitical frontier marked by porous terrain, highly dense evergreen forests, porous open
land borders& rivers border', ethnic ties, refugees crises after the 2021 Myanmar Coup and ongoing
insurgency, making as highly susceptible to cross border infiltrations. It highlights how traditional tribal
linkages, economic exchanges, and insurgent activities contribute to an unregulated flow of people and
goods. The porous nature of the border enables arms smuggling, drug trafficking, and insurgent
mobility, particularly in conflict-prone zones such as Manipur and Nagaland®. Moreover, the presence of
militant bases in Myanmar's Sagaing, Chin and Kachin Regions poses direct threats to Indian national
security. Insurgents infiltrate through these open border routes for their ambushes on Security Forces
(SFs) and extortions etc, and easily crossed border without any hurdles to their camps in Myanmar?. The
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Free Movement Regime (FMR), allowing limited local cross-border movement, adds complexity to the
region’s governance and security. Traditionally, we viewed cross-border infiltration here primarily
through the lens of insurgency, militancy, and threats to territorial integrity'. Insurgent groups in India’s
Northeast have used the porous border to create safe havens, move cadres, and maintain logistics.
Recently, however, the security landscape has grown more complex, revealing a close interconnection
between traditional threats and non-traditional issues such as drug and human trafficking, illegal
migration, and informal economies. These issues increasingly blur the lines between state-centric and
human-centric security concerns®. Proximity to the “Golden Triangle,” a major global illicit drug hub,
has escalated narcotics flow into northeastern India®, fueling organized crime, public health problems,
and social instability. Human trafficking exploits lax border controls and socio-economic vulnerabilities,
especially among women and children*. These non-traditional threats undermine human security and
simultaneously support insurgent groups financially and logistically. This intertwined reality forms a
“security nexus” where traditional and non-traditional threats reinforce each other’. Despite this, border
management remains largely state-centric, focusing on militarization and territorial control while often
overlooking socio-economic and human factors. Such an approach, although vital for sovereignty, may
fall short in addressing the full spectrum of contemporary security challenges.This study adopts a
qualitative research design, supported by descriptive and analytical approaches. It focuses on exploring
and analyzing the nature, causes, patterns, and impacts of cross-border movement and security risks
along the India-Myanmar border.

Traditional Securityvs Non-Traditional Security

The conventional notion of security predominantly emphasizes the safeguarding of territorial
integrity and national sovereignty. In this framework, the main threats are foreign militias that want to
undermine the state's sovereignty and borders. But in today's world, non-traditional threats are more
important than traditional military threats. Problems with race, religion, and language can make a
country unstable from the inside, which can be a big problem for national security beyond just military
issues®. Relevant scholars reclassify security issues and new security threats. While "non-traditional
security" refers to other security concerns that could directly jeopardize human life and national
security, "traditional security" refers to military, political, and diplomatic security’. Traditional security
focuses on threats to national sovereignty and territorial integrity that come from the state, the military,
and politics. Its main worries are the direct use of armed force and conflict between states.Threats like
weapons, armament system and the militaries but diplomatic means like pacts, alliances and coalitions
aimed at building special relations between states for security purposes are also meant of traditional
security®. Traditional Security threat is more precise and confined in comparison to the non-traditional
security threats. Non-Traditional Security issues are the provocation to the survival and well being of
peoples and states that arises from non-military sources, such as climate changes, resource scarcity,
infectious diseases, natural disasters, irregular migration, food shortages, people smuggling, drug
trafficking and transnational crimes®. In the present context of India, some of the non-traditional issues
have a serious security impact such as cyber terrorism, climate change, ecology, cyber crime,
information warfare, and bio weapon such as viruses are the new security concerns. In India global
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warming and climate change causes huge draughts and floods affecting agriculture productivity and that
will further deteriorate the already food crisis in the country!.

Nature of India-Myanmar Border Region (IMB)

India-Myanmar Friendship Bridge, Moreh (Manipur)
Source: Photo taken by the author in Moreh Town

There are four states namelyArunachal Pradesh (520 km), Nagaland (215 km), Manipur (398
km) and Mizoram (510 km), which shares border of about 1643 km with Myanmar separated by the
dense forests, rivers, mountains and an open border pillars. The Indo-Myanmar region is part of the
tropical rainforest that runs from the foothills of the Himalayas to Myanmar, Laos, Thailand, Malaya,
and the fertile Vietnam peninsula®. These states shares common history, ethnicity, religions, cultural and
linguistic ties with Myanmar and some of their villages and homes were divided by the border. Their
areas were governed by the special Indian constitutional provisions under the Article of 371 to protect
their unique cultural, social, and tribal heritage. India-Myanmar border region is the one of the wettest
region in Southeast Asia with approximately of 2000 mm to 4000 mm rainfall every year due to the
wind flow from the Bay of Bengal hitting the Patkai, Naga Hills and Mizo Hills causing intense rainfall.
Because of the heavy rain, these parts of the India-Myanmar border have poor road connections, eroded
or collapsed roads, landslides, and basic infrastructure. This is a major reason why the area is so porous
and difficult to govern. The lack of good roads and other infrastructure along the India—Myanmar border
is not only a problem for development; it is also a strategic weakness. Improved connectivity is crucial
for strengthening border security, promoting economic growth, and supporting India's Act East Policy.
Poor infrastructure makes it harder for border patrols to do their jobs, slowing down troop movement.
This also makes it difficult to respond quickly to infiltration or insurgency, and it helps smuggling
networks and informal trade routes grow. A characteristic of this border is its deficient surveillance
infrastructure, which significantly contributes to its permeability. The shortcomings in surveillance
extend beyond administrative errors; they are also attributable to geographical, infrastructural, and
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socio-political elements. A primary factor undermining surveillance efficacy in this region is the
challenging terrain. The border traverses dense forests, rugged mountain ranges such as the Patkai and
Naga Hills, and remote riverine zones. These natural impediments impede visibility and complicate the
deployment of contemporary surveillance technologies, including cameras, sensors, and radar systems.
Furthermore, the region's susceptibility to heavy rainfall, fog, and landslides exacerbates these
difficulties, damaging existing infrastructure. Consequently, maintaining consistent and effective
monitoring becomes exceedingly challenging. A further significant consideration is the restricted
application of sophisticated surveillance technologies. In contrast to the India—Pakistan and India—
Bangladesh frontiers, where smart fencing, floodlighting!, and electronic monitoring systems are
extensively utilized, the India—Myanmar border primarily relies on conventional approaches. The Assam
Rifles, the principal force tasked with securing this border, predominantly employs manual patrolling.
These patrols, frequently undertaken on foot due to the lack of accessible roadways, result in coverage
deficiencies and delayed reactions to potentially illicit activities. This challenge is compounded by the
border's extensive length, rendering continuous monitoring of every segment virtually unattainable. The
Free Movement Regime (FMR)’between India and Myanmar presents its own set of challenges for
surveillance. This arrangement permits local tribal groups residing near the border to traverse up to 16
kilometers into each other's lands without needing a visa. Though the FMR is vital for preserving the
cultural and traditional connections of communities like the Nagas, Kukis, and Mizos, it blurs the lines
between legal and illicit crossings. Consequently, enforcing surveillance measures becomes a delicate
and difficult task; overly stringent restrictions could easily upend local economies and fracture social
bonds. The deficient in border infrastructure drastically undermine surveillance capabilities. Border
Road Organisation (BRO) along with the Border Road Task Force has completed the fencing of about
10 km out of 1643 km in Moreh section of Manipur. There is still a lack of road connectivity, electricity,
and telecommunication networks in this region. This not only hampered the coordination and mobility
of the security forces like Assam Rifles but also delay the Intelligence sharing and response
mechanisms. The porous nature of the border has made it easier for insurgent groups to move around.
Many of them use the terrain to set up safe havens across the border. It has also helped spread crimes
that cross national borders, like drug smuggling—especially from the Golden Triangle region—arms
trafficking, and illegal immigration.The situation has become even worse in the last few years because
of political instability in Myanmar, especially after the military coup in 2021, which caused a lot of
refugees to come to India. The Indian government has taken an array of steps to improve border security
in response to these problems. These include plans for smart fencing, more use of drones and satellite
monitoring, and the Border Roads Organization's plans to build better roads. But progress has been slow
because of financial issues, worries about the environment, and the fact that the terrain is always hard to
work with.

Traditional Security Threats
. Insurgency in Northeast India

*  Nagaland: Insurgency in Northeast came into being in 1950’s after the Naga National
Council (NNC) under the leadership of A.Z. Phizo, which plays a vital role in demanding
for the complete Independence from India but after the NNC and Gol (Government of
India) peace deal in Shillong called Shillong Accord of 1975, a group of young radical
leaders like Issak Chishi Swu, TuingalengMuivah and S.S. Khaplang broke away from the
NNC due to the “betrayal” of Naga demands of complete sovereignty and formed a two
separate group called National Socialist Council of Nagalim (Isak-Muivah) and National
Socialist Council of Nagaland (Khaplang) in 1988. In NSCN-IM, its cadres were recruited

'Floodlighting is a border management technique that involves installing high-intensity lights along border areas to ensure
visibility during night hours.

Free Movement Regime (FMR) is a unique bilateral arrangement between India and Myanmar that allows people living along the
border to move across it with minimal restrictions. It allow the nearby village peoples to move within 10 km of either side
without passport and visa but have to take border pass from Integrated Check Points (ICP).
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mostly from Manipur and Nagaland, Operated along the Manipur-Nagaland region and in
Manipur-Myanmar border region while NSCN-K recruit its cadres mostly from (Konyak
and other eastern Nagaland part) operated in eastern Nagaland and Nagaland-Myanmar
border region. NSCN-IM and NSCN-K demands for “Greater Nagaland” included of all
Naga inhabited areas of Southern Arunachal Pradesh, Easter Assam, North-Western
Manipur and some northwest Myanmar.

»  Assam: Insurgency in Assam started in late 1979, after the 1971 Indo-Pakistan war in East
Pakistan (now Bangladesh), huge number of illegal migrants got sheltered in Assam and
Tripura, and especially suspected illegal migrants were found in electoral rolls. This issue
led to the protest by the student union of All Assam Students’ Union (AASU) under the
leadership of Prafulla Kumar Mahanta and Bhirgu Kumar Phukan. Later on United
Liberation Front of Asom (ULFA), which is an armed insurgent organization formed by
the Paresh Baruah as its Commander-in-Chief and Anup Chetia as General Secretary with
an aim to achieve Sovereign Assam (Separation from India). And within Assam, in 1987,
All Bodo Students Union (ABSU) under the leadership of Upendra Nath Brahma launches
a mass protest demanding for separate state for Bodo called Boroland but when their
political demands were not fully met, some groups created an armed group called Bodo
Security Force (BdSF) and National Democratic Front of Bodoland (NDFB).

*  Manipur: Before 1949, Manipur was a Princely state with separate political autonomy but
in 1949, Manipur was merged into India through the Merger Agreement signed by the
Bodhchandra Singh in Shillong but many peoples in Manipur felt, the merger was forced
and not fully democratic. During the 1960s, peoples felt Government of India neglect the
state and lack of jobs and infrastructure as compared to mainland India, Manipur remained
economically underdeveloped. This created frustration and alienation feelings among the
educated youths created first insurgent group called United National Liberation Front
(UNLF) in 1964 by Areambam Samarendra Singh with the demand of Independence of
Manipur from Indian Union. As of now there are about 30-40 fraction based insurgents
groups are operated in Manipur from Valley Based Insurgent Groups and Hills Based
Insurgents groups.

o Valley Based Insurgent Groups (VBIGs): United National Liberation Front (UNLF)
— 1964, People’s Liberation Army-Manipur (PLA-M) — 1978, People’s Revolutionary
Party of Kangleipak (PREPAK) — 1977, Kangleipak Communist Party (KCP) — 1980.

o Hills Based Insurgents Groups (HBIGs): NSCN-IM - 1980, Zeliangrong United
Front (ZUF) — 2011, Kuki National Army (KNA) - 1988, Kuki National Front (KNF)
- 1988, United Peoples Front (UPF) - 2005, Kuki Revolutionary Army (KRA) - 1999,
Zomi Revolutionary Front (ZRF) - 1999, Kuki National Liberation Front (KNLF) —
2010.!

»  Mizoram: The root of insurgency in Mizoram started from the devastating natural disaster
called Mautam Famine in 1960s. The famine was caused by the flowering of bamboo,
which lead to the widespread of rats in Mizoram. These rats destroyed the crops and
creating starvation across the Mizoram (earlier part of Assam). The peoples urged to the
Government to take necessary actions but government response was too slow and
inadequate, which created anger and neglected among the people. To counter with the
problem of famine, these anger locals formed the Mizo National Famine Front which later
became Mizo National Front in 1961 under the leadership of Pu. Laldenga. They attacked
the government installations and offices across the Mizoram and briefly took control over
Aizawl and other towns. The Golresponsed with the deployment of Army, Assam Rifles

'Some of the VBIGs faction have entered peace talks or surrendered in recent years where SoO (Suspension Of Operation) were
signed with the Kuki Insurgents Group which comes under the Umbrella of KNO/UPF in 2008.
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and Indian Air Force which carried out counter insurgency operations and airstrikes on
Aizawl city resulted with the signing of Mizoram Peace Accord in 1986.

. Cross-border militant safe havens

Due to the open border of IMB region, India poses serious internal security threats from
Insurgency and other illegal activities from the across the border. There are about 30-40
dormant/splinter factions operated in IMB region including some Indian Based IG’s (Insurgents Groups)
like NSCN-IM, NSCN-K, ULFA, UNLF, PLA-M, PREPAK, KYKL, KRA/KLA, UKLF and NDFB are
operated and established their camps across the IMB. These camps across the border remains a “Safe
Heaven” for these IG’s as they conducted their Ambushes or Operations or Looted Weapons or
Extortion from Government Employees or Businessmen and easily cross the border to avoid pursuits.
Some of the major infiltration and attacks on security forces were occurred in 2015 Ambush on Dogra
Regiment of Indian Army in Chandel district of Manipur where 20 soldiers lost their lives. In response
to this attack, Indian Army launched cross border operation into Myanmar named “Operation Hot
Pursuit” and killed about 180 insurgents responsible to an ambush attack. Another Ambush on Assam
Rifles convoy in Sehken Village in which Colonel with his wife and son along with 4 soldiers lost their
lives. Both of these attacks were occurred nearby the IMB region where insurgents infiltrate from across
the border and ambush on security forces and easily cross the border later on. The proposal by the
Ministry of Home Affairs to fence the entire 1,643 km of India-Myanmar border has been opposed by
several ethnic communities like the Mizos, Nagas, and Kuki-Zo living along the border, who have raised
concerns over disruption of traditional movement, livelihood and ethnic ties. Some insurgent elements
reportedly are employing tactics such as placing IEDs near construction sites and damaging fences to
create fear and to disrupt border fencing efforts to deter and disrupt border management initiatives.

. Arms Proliferation

A significant reason for fueling or increasing of illegal weapons was resulted in instability
along the IMB regions. During the starting of Insurgency in Northeast in 1950s, illegal weapons were
smuggled from East Pakistan (now Bangladesh) such as Self Loading Rifle (SLR), Light Machine Gun
(LMG) and Mortars'.In the past, illegal weapons were sent or brought in from the China, Thailand, and
Cambodia’s black market. They were then brought through Chittagong and Cox Bazar and sent to
northeast India®. The weapons that were looted by the ethnic armed groups in Myanmar from the military
junta have been brought to the northeast borders of Manipur and Mizoram since the 2021 coup. The
ethnic conflict in Manipur from 2023 also made more illegal weapons available. These weapons were
stolen/looted from the Manipur Police Training School and the Indian Reserve Battalions Armory and
were used by insurgents and different groups of village volunteers.

. Threats to sovereignty and territorial integrity

The border between India and Myanmar goes through thick forests, steep mountains, and
rivers. These natural barriers make it hard to patrol and watch over areas effectively, allow illegal
crossings and infiltration, and make it hard to build fences and other infrastructure®. Sovereignty means
that the state has complete control over its land and people, without any outside interference. On the
other hand, territorial integrity means keeping a state's borders safe from being broken up or crossed.
The porous and poorly marked border between India and Myanmar is a big reason why people in both
countries sometimes fight. There are no clear signs of where the boundaries are, and the history of
making boundaries during colonial times has made it hard to tell who owns what land and what laws
apply. The Free Movement Regime (FMR) makes this problem even worse. People who live near the
border can cross a certain distance without any official papers. This keeps strong ethnic, cultural, and

'Kumar, B. (2025, Feb). “The Impact of Illegal Arms Trafficking on Northeast India’s Security”. International Journal of Research
Publication and Reviews. ISSN: 2582-7421. Doi: http://doi.org/1055248/gengpi.60225.1039
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family ties between groups like the Nagas, Kukis, and Mizos, but it also makes it hard to tell where one
country's territory ends and another's ancestral homeland begins'. On April 29, 2017, an incident of
about 10 Myanmar Army soldiers came to Indian Territory and Vandalised a saw mill in H. Lhangcham
Village near Border Pillar (BP) number 75 & 76 south of Moreh Police station as Myanmar authorities
claimed that the rice mill was constructed inside their territory, even though locals on the Indian side
considered it theirs®. The security along the Indian-Myanmar border was altered by the 2021 coup in
Myanmar. The increased number of militants, refugees, gun runners, mercenaries, illegal drones, and
illicit smugglers made it increasingly difficult to maintain India's borders. Additionally, it significantly
altered border management. Important areas were taken over by local insurgent groups as the Myanmar
military (Tatmadaw) grew weaker and retreated from the border areas. This had a significant impact on
India's border regions by turning the border into a "de facto buffer" zone®. Over 73,000 refugees, mostly
from Myanmar's Chin State and Sagaing Region, have fled to India due to instability in Myanmar,
severely taxing the country's resources and socioeconomic systems. As a result, there were more
Myanmar refugees in Manipur and Mizoram, which raised internal unrest. The rise in Myanmar
refugees in Manipur is seen to have been a major contributing factor to the ethnic conflict between the
two groups in 2023.

Non-Traditional Security Threats
. Drug trafficking (Golden Triangle link)
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The word “Drug” comes from Dutch word “Droog” which means “Dry” cause earlier time
drugs were taken from dry plants. It is the major transnational security threat for India, especially
affecting the Northeast Border States. This region is always being influenced by the drugs paddlers or
smuggler as this region site is next to the infamous “Golden Triangle” — one of the world largest
producers regions of Opium and Drugs. This “Golden Triangle” region covers some portion of eastern
Myanmar, Laos and Thailand. Myanmar has become a global hub for synthetic drugs like Yaba (meth
pills) and crystal meth. With due to the open border along the India-Myanmar border, ethnic linkage and
the Free Movement Regime (FMR), controlling of illegal drugs trafficking and narcotics is very difficult
for the security forces and state agencies. Since the early 2000s, Moreh and Beihang in Manipur became
the entry point of drugs into India from Imphal and then consignments are sent to Kohima.and from

'Kalita, P. (2025, Dec 6). “Porous India-Myanmar border battlefield of security & Identity”. Times of India. Access From: Porous
India-Myanmar border a battlefield of security & identity | Guwahati News - The Times of India.

2 https://e-pao.net/GP.asp?src=12..050518.may 18
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Council of World Affairs, New Delhi.
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Kohima to Dimapur, where there is a major railhead towards Assam, from where drugs can distributed
towards all over India'.After the Myanmar Military Coup of 2021, the “Golden Triangle” has slightly
shifted towards the India-Myanmar border region. After the 2021 Military Coup in Myanmar, there is
huge growing of Cannabis and opium in Manipur Hills borders districts. The hilly districts of
Churachandpur, Tengnoupal, Chandel, Ukhrul, Kamjong and Kangpokpi hills have been mentioned in
this regard. “Opium is grown by farmers despite a government ban, due to the high prices that
Myanmar-based traffickers are prepared to pay. Back from Myanmar comes processed heroin, locally
known as ‘Number 4. After being smuggled across the border into India, the heroin is sent to Assam”2.
In Manipur hills, people used to grow poppy or opium farming rather than to grow food crops. It became
a producer state from a transit hub of opium/kani. While in Mizoram, drugs were smuggled
fromKalay/Tiddim to Champai, Zokhawthar and Lunglei to Aizawl and in Nagaland, it enters through
Mokokchung, Avangkhu and Jessami.Drug abuse has been on the rise for a long time in Mizoram,
Manipur and Nagaland, despite the presence of anti-narcotic policies and task forces aimed at combating
the issue.

. Human trafficking

Human trafficking is a serious crime and consider as a violation of human rights. According to
the Bharatiya Nyaya Sanhita (BNS) of Section 145, mention that “anyone exploiting, recruiting,
transporting, harboring, transferring of persons by the use of force, deception, fraud, kidnapping is
considered as an offence of trafficking®. The political upheaval in Myanmar after the military coup in
2021 has put human trafficking along the India-Myanmar border on a precarious footing. One of the
most common trends of human trafficking from India-Myanmar border is the promise of fake jobs in
Singapore, Hong Kong, Thailand and other Southeast Asian countries connected the victims through
social media platform and through agents. The "recruits" (most of them from the Indian state of Tamil
Nadu) are then taken to Thailand using the visa-on-arrival facility. They are taken to Mae Sot in Tak
Province on arrival. They are taken under cover of darkness to illegally cross the Moei River and go into
Myawaddy. They are forced to work as scammers in the facilities set up by the syndicates once in this
remote bordering state*.On March 2026, Maharashtra Cyber Cell and in coordination with the central
agencies, has busted the cyber job fraud network that operated in Laos, Cambodia and Myanmar. The
agents targeted the young people’s by using social medias with job surety in overseas and trafficked
them into cyber fraud syndicates in Southeast Asia’. They were mostly taken illegally by crossing this
open border regions and taken them to other parts of Southeast Asian countries and Middle East. Moreh
become the exit and entry point for human trafficking where women and minor girls were taken to other
part of India as well as Southeast Asian countries for sex trade®. Dimapur is another transit for women
and children trafficked from upper Assam, Lumding and Guwahati. The victims are shifted from
Dimapur to Moreh in Manipur or the international border of Tuensang in Nagaland and trafficked to
Myanmar’.

. Public health risks (disease spread)

Public health risk along the border region is very complex and multidimensional. They spread
from a mix geographical, weak health infrastructure, migration, conflict, refugees and cross border
movements. Due to the improper road connectivity with the district hospitals, state capital hospitals,
long distance, lack of doctors and medical store, lack of sufficient money or transportation problems,

'Mahadevan, P. (2020, Nov). Crossing the Line: Geopolitics and Criminality at the India-Myanmar Border. Global Initiative
against Transnational organized crimes. Pp. 20

*Mahadevan, P. (2020, Nov). Ibid,. Pp. 22

SBNS Section 143 (2024, Nov 7), Chapter VI, Trafficking in person. https://devgan.in/bns/section/143/

“Banerjee, S. (2023, Aug 1). India-Myanmar border: Escalating human trafficking concers. Observer Research Foundation.
SKumar, Salil. (2026, Mar 19). Myanmar rescue: Agents who posed as victims nailed. Mumbai Mirror.

®Mahadevan, P. (2020, Nov), Crossing the Line: Geopolitics and criminality at the India-Myanmar border. Global Initiative
Against Transnational Organized Crime. Crossing-the-line-Geopolitics-and-criminality-at-the-India-Myanmar-border.pdf

"Ibid,.
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peoples of the border districts and villages mostly avoided to go for checkup related to their health
issues. This created problems to their health and increasing the risk of late diagnosis or disease
outbreaks. The porous nature of the open and ill-guarded border allows the peoples to move frequently,
including migrant workers, traders, and refugees. This increases the risk of diseases transmission across
the country like as 2025 Cholera outbreak in Mizoram that linked to the Myanmar spread that kills nine
peoples on India-Myanmar border region of Mizoram (Laungtlai& Shaha districts)!.

. Economic insecurity (informal economies)

According to the India-Myanmar Border Trade Agreement (1994) government allow 62
commodities/items were approved for formal trade to export though India-Myanmar border but mostly
peoples depends on the informal items due to it is easier to export though open border, faster, and
cheaper than the formal ones. At key trading points such as Moreh in Manipur and Zokhawthar in
Mizoram, trade often takes place outside the formal regulatory framework, with a variety of goods, from
everyday consumer items to farm products, exchanged through barter arrangements or undocumented
cash transactions. The informality is not accidental, but a response to structural constraints such as poor
infrastructure, limited access to formal markets and high transaction costs associated with legal trade.
Accordingly, informal trade constitutes the main livelihood of many border residents. A big push factor
of this informal economy is the socio-cultural fabric of the region. Ethnic groups such as the Nagas,
Kukis and Chins are resided across both sides of the border and have pre-modern political kinship ties.
Such relatives’ ties help move goods and people across the border, often blurring the line between legal
and illegal economic activity. The Free Movement Regime (FMR) also enables cross-border mobility,
which further reinforces informal economic exchanges. The informal economy, while an important
survival mechanism, is a big factor in economic insecurity.The persistence of informal economies also
has significant implications for the state. Governments suffer substantial revenue losses due to
unregulated trade, while weak enforcement capacity reduces the effectiveness of border governance.
Moreover, the prevalence of informal systems erodes public trust in formal institutions, as people
perceive the state as either absent or ineffective. This creates a cycle in which informality perpetuates
underdevelopment, and underdevelopment, in turn, sustains informality?.

Nexus between Traditional & Non-Traditional Threats

i s S |
Locals involving in Opium Farming in Manipur Hills

Source: Photo taken by the author from one of the Hill district in Manipur

!(n.a). (2025, Nov 20). A Cholera outbreak on India-Myanmar border kills nine, prompts two-month shutdown of cross-border
movement. Www.eng.mizzima.com

% Taneja, N., Joshi, S., & Naing, T. H. (2019). India-Myanmar Border Trade. Indian Council for Research on International
Economic Relations (ICRIER), Working Paper No. 378.
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Insurgent groups fund operations through drug trade: Insurgent groups often depend on
the drug trade as a significant source of funding in borderland areas where state control is
fragile. Narco-Insurgency or Narco-Terrorism is the term often used to describe the link
between militancy and narcotics. The geographical terrain, combined with restricted
governance, makes such regions ideal for both insurgent activity and drug cultivation. The core
of insurgent activity is the need for a large and steady flow of financial resources. Armed
groups need money to buy weapons, run training camps, recruit cadres and maintain their
logistical networks. Insurgent groups engage with the drug economy in a variety of ways. Some
directly control the cultivation of narcotic crops or run clandestine laboratories for synthetic
drugs. Others levy “taxes” on local farmers, traffickers and smugglers for protection or safe
passage. In many cases, the insurgents do not produce the drugs themselves but profit from
providing transportation networks across porous borders. Insurgent groups enjoy many
strategic benefits from the drug trade. It is highly profitable with a fairly low upfront cost,
especially in places that already grow opium. Transactions are predominantly cash-based and
informal, making them difficult for authorities to trace. Furthermore the transnational aspect of
drug trafficking suits the operational mobility of insurgents well as they often use difficult
terrain and weak border control. This symbiosis enables insurgents to prolong conflicts, even in
the absence of external state support.

Migration flows can be securitized: Migration is fundamentally a socio-economic
phenomenon, motivated by the quest for improved livelihoods, security, and opportunities. But
in many parts of the world — particularly in sensitive border areas — migration flows are
increasingly seen in security terms. This process, called the securitization of migration, happens
when states and political actors treat migration not just as a demographical or economic issue,
but as a possible threat to national security, sovereignty and social stability. In frontier areas
such as the India-Myanmar border, migration flows are driven by a combination of economic
hardship, ethnic links and political instability. Many communities living on either side of the
border have cultural and kinship ties that predate the modern boundaries of states. But in such
areas, irregular or undocumented migration is often linked to fears of insurgency, drug
trafficking and demographic change. This effectively reconstitutes as a security threat what is,
after all, a movement of people driven by livelihood. Migration securitization has several
dimensions. The first is the link with threats to internal security, in which migrants are
sometimes suspected, often without adequate evidence, of supporting insurgent groups or
acting as conduits for illegal activities. Secondly, there is the fear of demographic imbalance,
especially in areas with fragile ethnic compositions, where large-scale migration is perceived to
threaten local identities and political representation. Third, public discourse and media
narratives may amplify these fears, creating the perception of migration as an urgent and
existential threat'.

Suggestions

Illegal opium cultivation in the India-Myanmar border is a “narco-terrorism development
nexus” and not just a law-and-order problem. Long-term success depends on a balanced
approach that includes security operations, livelihood alternatives and community participation.
Ceasefire insurgents groups should be strictly monitored, as lack of strict monitoring and
accountability creates space for Illegal taxation/extortion, Forced labour in poppy cultivation
and Linkages with cross-border drug networks.

Effective border management requires a combination of selective fencing, advanced
surveillance, and human intelligence rather than relying solely on physical barriers.

! Abrahamsen, R. (2005). Blair's Aftica: The politics of securitization and fear. Alternatives, 30(1), 55-80.



Hector Telien: The Security Nexus at the India—Myanmar Border: Inter-Linkages between..... 11

. Additional battalions of the Assam Rifles should be deployed for border patrolling,
complemented by high-tech surveillance systems including drone operations to enhance real-
time monitoring and rapid response along the India—Myanmar border. Anti drone weapons for
protection of camps, soldiers and movement of convoy.

. The Free Movement Regime should be reformed, not removed—by combining regulation,
technology, and community participation to balance border security with ethnic and livelihood
concerns.

. Strategically operated airbase and forward air operating hubs is needed along the IMBregion

especially, Manipur region for air surveillance, disaster relief operations, logistic supplies to
Border Outposts, monitoring over the hills region through aerial and satellite surveillance of
poppy cultivation, and to counter the cross-border terrorism.

Conclusion

The India—Myanmar border represents far more than a conventional geopolitical boundary; it is
a dynamic and contested frontier where geography, history, and socio-cultural linkages intersect with
evolving security challenges. This study demonstrates that the region’s persistent instability cannot be
adequately understood through a narrow focus on traditional security concerns such as insurgency,
territorial integrity, and militarized threats alone. Instead, the emergence of a complex security nexus—
where traditional and non-traditional threats mutually reinforce one another—has fundamentally
transformed the nature of border security in Northeast India. The porous terrain, weak infrastructure, and
enduring ethnic linkages have enabled not only insurgent mobility and cross-border militant safe havens
but also facilitated the growth of non-traditional threats such as drug trafficking, human trafficking,
irregular migration, and informal economies. The proximity to the Golden Triangle and the political
instability following Myanmar’s 2021 military coup have further intensified these dynamics, leading to
increased flows of narcotics, arms, and refugees. These developments highlight how non-traditional
threats are no longer peripheral concerns; rather, they directly sustain and amplify traditional security
challenges, particularly through mechanisms such as narco-insurgency and the securitization of
migration. At the same time, frameworks like the Free Movement Regime (FMR), while essential for
preserving long-standing socio-cultural ties among border communities, complicate surveillance and
governance. The resulting tension between security imperatives and local realities underscores the
limitations of an exclusively state-centric and militarized approach to border management. Although
security forces such as the Assam Rifles play a critical role in maintaining territorial control, their efforts
are constrained by difficult terrain, inadequate infrastructure, and the multi-dimensional nature of
threats. Therefore, this paper argues that addressing the challenges along the India—Myanmar border
requires a holistic and integrated strategy. Such an approach must go beyond conventional security
measures to incorporate developmental initiatives, improved infrastructure, community engagement, and
cross-border cooperation. Strengthening surveillance through technology, enhancing intelligence-
sharing mechanisms, and formalizing local economies can help reduce vulnerabilities. Simultaneously,
policies must remain sensitive to the socio-cultural fabric of border communities to avoid alienation and
ensure sustainable peace.
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