Borderscape
e-ISSN : 3048-8931
Volume 02, No. 01, January-June, 2025, pp. 21-28

BORDERS, SECURITY, AND THE STATE: CHALLENGES AND
IMPERATIVES OF BORDER MANAGEMENT IN NORTHEAST INDIA

Soram Araba Meitei*
Priyanka™*
Dr. Abhishek Kumar™*

ABSTRACT

India’s Northeastern region has a unique geopolitical position. It has about 262,000 sq. km
shared among the eight states and bordered by five foreign countries, viz. Bangladesh, Bhutan, China,
Myanmar and Nepal. The paper adopted exploratory research to study multidimensionality of border
security in the region. The paper also analyses how geography, ethnicity, historical treaty obligations,
insurgency and transnational crime combine to make up the frontier environment. An effective border
management mechanism is needed for the northeast India and it has to be through integrated approach
which involves moving away from purely military or fencing to utilising surveillance technology,
community participation and diplomatic engagement with the neighbouring states. Overall the study
will contribute to existing literature on the peripheral state security by illustrating the interconnection
between security and development in the borderlands which is ethnically diverse and fragile.
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Introduction

Borders are more than a line on a map. Their significance is as living interfaces, places where
the power of the state meets the lived life of people — places of commerce, travel, relations, all too
frequently fraught with conflict. This is most obvious in the eight states in the northeast of India:
Arunachal Pradesh, Assam, Manipur, Meghalaya, Mizoram, Nagaland, Sikkim and Tripura. The total
length of the international boundaries of these States with the five countries is approximately 5,812
kilometres. It is one of the most complicated border areas in the continent (Ministry of Home Affairs
[MHA] 2022).

This geography has important security issues. The Indian state has been under immense
pressure for decades to manage its frontiers in the northeast in view of armed insurgency, free movement
of ethnic communities before the colonial demarcation of borders, large-scale drug and arms trafficking
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and the persistent rise in trafficking of human beings (Baruah, 2020). Meanwhile, the unparalleled
biodiversity of the region, the linguistic and cultural diversity and the economic underdevelopment of
the area are layers of complexity that can only be dealt with if the military approach is complemented by
other means.

The paper is organized as follows: A geographical and historical overview of the northeastern
borders follows this introduction, in Section 2. In Section 3, the primary security risks — insurgency,
trafficking and infiltration — are discussed. The Border Security Force (BSF), the fence along the Indo-
Bangladesh border and the Smart Fencing project are discussed in Section 4 regarding the current border
management mechanisms. The current policy is discussed and deficiencies are stated in Section 5 and an
integrated approach to improvements is presented. The book culminates with some reflections on
broader implications for India's national security architecture in Section 6.

The geographical and historical background
. The Physical Environment

The northeastern region of India is known for its unique topography. The terrain is composed of
the Himalayas which lies in the north and the east, the plains of the Brahmaputra and the Barak valleys.
The thickly forested hill along Myanmar and Bangladesh border presents a formidable challenge for the
security forces (Bhaumik,2009). It makes the border districts difficult for physical surveillance due to
the thick canopy. Adding to this, the seasonal flooding and the absence of motorable roads makes even
more difficult.

The Siliguri Corridor is a narrow strip of land that connects the northeastern states with the rest
of India. It is just 22 km wide at its narrowest point. The corridor also acts as a strategic vulnerability for
India.

Any disruption of this corridor — military, political or natural — would effectively cut off the
entire northeast from the mainland of India (Palit, 2011). The corridor is situated near the Chinese
border, between Nepal in the north and Bangladesh in the south. Indian strategic planners have long
realised that the defence of the corridor is part and parcel of the larger security calculus of the northeast.

. Colonial Boundaries and Their Consequences

The international boundaries that form the northeastern perimeter were largely demarcated by
the British colonial administration with little regard for pre-existing ethnic territories or community ties.
The McMahon Line is the border between India and China in Arunachal Pradesh. It was agreed upon in
the Simla Convention of 1914 but has never been accepted by China and is one of the most disputed
borders in Asia (Maxwell,1970). The LAC (Line of Actual Control) between India and China in
Arunachal Pradesh remains ill-defined on the ground and a recurring flashpoint.

The partition of British India in 1947 drew new borders that separated the ancestral lands of
tribal groups such as the Nagas, Mizos, Khasis and Chakmas. Communities which had been one people
were separated by international frontiers. This sectarian division was one of the root causes of
insurgency; many armed movements that emerged from the 1950s onwards explicitly articulated their
demands for the reunification of divided ethnic homelands (Misra, 2000). Understanding this history is
crucial to understanding border security in the northeast: the borders were, and in many ways still are,
contested — not only by states but by the people who live there.

. The Neighbourhood: Five Borders, Five Challenges

The security profile is different for each of the five international borders. Anand (2011)
describes the Bangladesh border, 4,156 km in length, of which 1,880 km runs through the northeast, as
one marked by large-scale migration, cattle smuggling, Phensedyl (codeine-based cough syrup) and
drug trafficking, and, historically, infiltration by insurgent groups using Bangladeshi territory as a
sanctuary. The border with Myanmar (about 1,643 kilometres) is the main route for narcotics from the
'Golden Triangle' and weapons used by insurgent groups operating in Manipur, Nagaland and Mizoram.
The border with China in Arunachal Pradesh is militarily sensitive and diplomatically unresolved. The
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Bhutan border is relatively stable, although Bhutanese territory was used as a rear base by the United
Liberation Front of Asom (ULFA) and other groups until they were evicted in Operation All Clear in
2003. The border with Nepal through Sikkim is short and relatively peaceful.

The variety of threats across borders suggests that no one security model can be applied across
the northeast. A fence to stop migration from Bangladesh is pointless and ecologically destructive on the
mountainous border with Myanmar. Policies developed for a frontier should be sensitive to the particular
human, ecological and political circumstances of that frontier.

Major Security Challenges
. Armed Insurgency

The northeast has historically been one of the most densely populated regions in the world with
armed groups. Since the 1950s, over forty different insurgent groups have been active in the region at
various points of time (Bhaumik, 2009). While the level of violence has fallen significantly since the
peak in the 1990s, several groups remain active. The National Socialist Council of Nagaland — Isak-
Muivah (NSCN-IM) has been in formal negotiations with the Government of India since 1997 but a
final political settlement has not been reached (Chadha Behera, 2006). The United Liberation Front of
Asom—Independent (ULFA-I) is led by Paresh Barua and still operates from bases along the Myanmar
border. Manipur is the home ground of a galaxy of valley and hill insurgencies, including the People’s
Liberation Army and the United National Liberation Front.

The cross-border dimension of the insurgency is important. For decades, insurgent groups have
used Myanmar’s Sagaing Region and Chin State that border Manipur and Mizoram respectively as a
staging area beyond the reach of Indian security forces. After the coup in Myanmar, with the collapse of
the State authority, it has become more problematic. This led to many parts of the regions of Sagaing
with ungoverned spaces. Thereby multiple armed actors including the resistance groups and the Indian
insurgent groups are now operating with greater freedom (Kippen, 2023). India’s policy of engagement
with the Myanmar military junta, while managing its northeastern border, has become increasingly
difficult to maintain.

. Drug Trafficking

North-East India is located on the eastern arm of the 'Golden Triangle' - the area of Myanmar,
Laos and Thailand that produces much of the world's illicit opium and heroin. The Myanmar border —
porous, forested and lightly patrolled in many stretches — remains the main entry point into northeastern
India for heroin, methamphetamine (locally known as ‘Yaba’) and, increasingly, synthetic drugs (United
Nations Office on Drugs and Crime [UNODC], 2023).

“More than anything else, Manipur has paid the highest price.” The state has had some of the
highest rates of intravenous drug use and HIV infection in South Asia for several decades. Both
problems are directly related to narcotics trafficking across the Myanmar border (Sarkar et al., 2003).
Mizoram and Nagaland are also seriously affected. The economics of drug trafficking are related to the
economics of insurgency: some armed groups are known to tax or facilitate drug shipments as a source
of revenue. There is a need for alternative livelihoods means for the border communities. This can be
achieved through better strategies and tactics, which include prohibiting cross border activities such as
human trafficking, smuggling or unauthorised entry.

. Human Trafficking and Illegal Migration

Human trafficking is a serious problem in the Northeast and often underreported. Victims
especially young women and children are more prone to the trafficking networks. With porous borders it
becomes an easy route to reach major cities and abroad (Krishnan, 2018). The main source and the
transit route for all such activities is Bangladesh. Ongoing humanitarian crises in Myanmar have
generated flows of Chin and Kuki-Zo refugees, who are sometimes exploited by traffickers.

For decades, illegal migration from Bangladesh into Assam and Tripura has been a politically
sensitive issue. The National Register of Citizens (NRC) in Assam was updated in 2019 to identify
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undocumented migrants, but the exercise was controversial and the outcomes contested (Bora, 2020).
Whatever one may think of the implementation of the NRC, demographic pressures in the form of
poverty and land scarcity in Bangladesh, ethnic kinship across the border, and the high economic returns
to migration into the relatively more prosperous parts of the northeast are real and will not be solved by
administrative measures alone.

. Arms Trafficking

Most of the small arms fuelling insurgency in the northeast come through the Myanmar border.
The 2021 coup in Myanmar has led to the breakdown of central authority and a significant increase in
the availability of weapons in the border zone (Kippen, 2023). Ethnic resistance organisations in
Myanmar’s Chin State are known to have acquired weapons, some of which have found their way into
the hands of Kuki-Zo militants in Manipur, helping to fuel the violence that erupted in the state in May
2023 and continued into 2024. Managing the arms pipeline requires coordinated intelligence sharing
and, ultimately, a stable political settlement in Myanmar, elements that are substantially beyond India's
direct control.

Border Management Mechanism
. Border Security Force and Assam Rifle

The Border Security Force (BSF) and the Assam Rifles are the main paramilitary forces
deployed in the northeast. The BSF was created in 1965 to protect India’s land borders with Bangladesh
and Pakistan; in the northeast it patrols the Bangladesh border. Assam Rifles is the oldest paramilitary
force in India. The force is often referred to as ‘sentinels of the northeast’. The history of Assam Rifles
dates back to the Cachar Levy of 1835. It is responsible for the Myanmar border and internal security
operations against insurgent groups (Assam Rifles, n.d.).

Both forces are facing considerable challenges. Personnel are frequently deployed for long
periods in difficult terrain without adequate rest, equipment or intelligence support. The BSF has been
accused of human rights violations on the Bangladesh border, including extrajudicial killings that have
affected India-Bangladesh bilateral relations (Human Rights Watch, 2010). Respected for its local
knowledge and links with border communities, the Assam Rifles is spread across a long and tough
frontier.

. The Border Fence with Bangladesh

India has been building a physical fence along its border with Bangladesh since the late 1980s,
under the original name of the Comprehensive Integrated Border Management System (CIBMS). The
fence, a combination of barbed wire concertina, floodlights and patrol roads, is aimed at deterring illegal
immigration, smuggling and infiltration. So far, around 3,270 kilometres of fencing have been
completed against a total length of around 4,156 kilometres along the Bangladesh border (MHA, 2022).
The fence has been partially successful. There are still gaps, especially in riverine and flood-prone areas,
where it is difficult to erect. Smugglers and migrants are remarkably quick to adapt to new obstacles
using tunnels, ladders and corrupt officials to bypass physical barriers. The fence has also disrupted the
livelihoods of border farmers and has been blamed for the deaths of cattle and wildlife that get caught in
the wire. But no matter how well built, a purely physical barrier cannot substitute for the full range of
border management capabilities—intelligence, interdiction, community engagement, and development.

. Smart Fencing and the CIBMS

The Government of India has been piloting the Comprehensive Integrated Border Management
System (CIBMS) to overcome the limitations of physical fencing, which combines sensors, cameras,
radar, and communication networks to create a ‘smart’ surveillance architecture along the border. Pilot
projects have been initiated in the border regions of Bangladesh and Pakistan (MHA, 2022).

Smart fencing has significant potential advantages over physical barriers. It’s less disruptive
ecologically, can cover terrain where a physical fence wouldn’t make sense, and provides real-time data
that can be acted upon quickly. But the technology is expensive, requires ongoing maintenance and
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trained operators, and can be defeated by low-tech countermeasures wielded by determined adversaries.
The CIBMS should be viewed as an addition to, and not a replacement for, other elements of border
management.

. The Free Movement Regime and Suspension

Until recently, a Free Movement Regime (FMR) of 16 kilometres allowed members of hill
tribes on either side of the India-Myanmar border to cross without a visa, reflecting the pre-colonial
reality that many communities straddle the border. After the outbreak of violence in Manipur, the
Government of India announced the suspension of the FMR and construction of a fence along the entire
1,643-kilometre Myanmar border, citing security concerns in February 2023 (Ministry of External
Affairs, 2023).

That’s a controversial call.” Critics say it will hurt the livelihoods of border communities which
depend on cross-border trade, damage India's relations with Chin and Naga civil society in Myanmar,
and is physically unrealistic in mountainous terrain. Insurgents and traffickers have exploited the FMR,
and a clear, monitored border is necessary for security, proponents say. The debate highlights the central
conflict in northeastern border policy between the demands of security and the social and economic
needs of border communities.

Towards a Comprehensive Border Management Framework
. Limitations of the current approach

The border management in India’s northeast has been military and physical which is a
dominant paradigm including deployment of paramilitary forces, building fences and conducting
operations against the insurgents. With this paradigm there has been positive result with regard to
decrease in the level of insurgency considerably lower than twenty years ago. Moreover, peace
negotiations and ceasefire with the armed groups have also taken up. But it has not addressed the root
causes of insecurity and in some cases, it has created new problems.

There have been costs to the ‘securitisation’ of the northeast, which has seen it as a security
problem rather than a development or governance challenge. The Armed Forces (Special Powers) Act
(AFSPA) gives sweeping powers to the military in 'disturbed areas', as well as immunity from
prosecution. This has been highly criticised by human rights organisations, and the communities most
affected by AFSPA (Hazarika, 2018). While AFSPA has been partially rolled back in some areas in
recent years, its continued application in others remains a grievance that militates against the community
trust that effective border security needs.

Infrastructure in border districts is still poor. However, the lack of road, electricity,
telecommunication and health services make border communities economically marginal and socially
vulnerable. Young men and women in these districts are also more likely to be recruited by insurgent
groups or trafficking networks. Development is not an end in itself; it is an investment in security.

. Why Community-Based Border Security?

Research on border security in South and Southeast Asia repeatedly identifies local
communities as crucial collaborators in successful frontier management (Gayen, 2016). Border residents
know the terrain, community networks and suspicious activity better than any amount of remote sensing
can replicate. India has experimented with village defence committees and border population-oriented
programmes, but these have been patchy and poorly resourced.

A systematic programme of community engagement—including the establishment of well-
trained, well-paid village border watches, regular dialogue between security forces and local leaders,
and mechanisms for reporting suspicious activity without fear of reprisal—could significantly boost
India’s border intelligence capacity. “Such programmes work best when communities have faith in the
state, and that requires the state to provide basic services and curtail human rights abuses by security
forces.
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. Diplomatic Aspects

It is impossible to achieve border security unilaterally. India’s northeastern borders are with
five neighbours by definition. “Security is best achieved through intelligence sharing, joint patrols and
joint mechanisms to deal with cross border crime. In this context India has made some progress with
Bangladesh; the two countries have set up a Joint Working Group on border management and
cooperated, to some extent, on the handing over of insurgents who have used Bangladeshi territory
(Anand, 2011). The ousting of ULFA leaders by the Bangladesh government in 2010 was a major step
forward.

The relationship with Myanmar is more complicated, especially after the 2021 coup. India is in a
bind. Cooperating with the military junta on border security risks legitimizing a government that has
committed serious human rights violations. Total disengagement threatens to diminish regional influence.
There can be cooperation on security issues and keeping diplomatic distance from the junta and connecting
linkage with the civil society organisations in the border areas of Myanmar (Kippen, 2023).

. Technology, Intelligence and Capacity Building

Historically, India’s intelligence apparatus has been fragmented. Poor coordination between the
central and the state intelligence agencies persists, and moreover, the same case between civilian and
military intelligence (Baruah, 2020). A harmonised command structure for border management can be
achieved through better coordination between the joint intelligence fusion centres and shared databases.
One positive move can be extending the National Grid (NATGRID) and the Multi- Agency Centre
(MAC) further to the district level in border areas.

Drone technology has been providing a huge advantage to conduct surveillance in deep
forested stretches along the border, where foot patrols are challenging. In this regard, India has already
deployed drones along the Myanmar border, and systematically, this capability must be enhanced in a
progressive manner.

But technology is only as good as the analytical and response capability behind it; investment
in equipment must be matched by investment in trained personnel and rapid reaction forces capable of
acting on intelligence in real time.

. Why Development is Urgent

The Government of India’s Act East Policy launched in 2014 explicitly recognises the northeast
as the gateway to South East Asia and the policy calls for better connectivity and economic development
in the region (Panda, 2017). Projects such as the Kaladan Multi-Modal Transit Transport Project
(connecting Mizoram to Myanmar and the Indian Ocean) and the India—Myanmar—Thailand Trilateral
Highway are intended not only to open trade routes but also to provide border communities with an
economic stake in stability.

Progress on these projects has been slow, partly because of insurgency and poor governance
and partly because of the 2021 coup in Myanmar which disrupted construction and investment. But the
basic logic is correct: economic ties reduce the incentive for smuggling and insurgency. Perhaps the
most important long-term border security investment India can make is to accelerate infrastructure
development in border districts—roads, broadband internet, cold chains for agricultural produce, and
small-scale border haats (markets).

Conclusion

Northeast India’s border security challenge is not merely a policing challenge. It is a multi-
layered, complex problem with historical, geographical, ethnic, under-development and geopolitical
roots in a neighbourhood that includes the most unsettled states in Asia. The security challenges that
traverse the region’s international border with five countries—insurgency, narcotics, human trafficking,
arms smuggling, and large-scale migration—interact in ways that mutually reinforce each other.

India has made real progress in countering these threats over the last two decades. Levels of
insurgency have dropped. There are peace negotiations with several armed groups. Despite its flaws, the
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Bangladesh border fence has reduced some types of cross-border movement. The move to smart fencing
and technological surveillance is a natural strategic evolution.

But there are major challenges ahead. The proposed Myanmar border fence and the suspension
of the Free Movement Regime are likely to alienate border communities whose cooperation is crucial.
Further deprivation of border districts creates pools of vulnerability. The crisis in Myanmar is creating
new security pressures that India is not yet well placed to manage. Concerns about human rights
violations associated with AFSPA and BSF conduct on the Bangladesh border continue to erode the
community trust needed for effective security.

This paper has advocated for an integrated approach that combines the best features of physical
and technological surveillance with real community engagement, sustained development investment and
active regional diplomacy. This approach accepts that in the porous, diverse borderlands of the
northeast, security and development are not competing goals but complementary ones. A border
community with roads, schools, hospitals and economic opportunity is a community with a stake in
stability. And that is ultimately the most powerful border security asset the Indian state can cultivate.

The northeast is not, as it is at times characterised in the Indian national imagination, a problem
to be contained. It is a land of incredible cultural diversity and strategic importance, a potential bridge
between South and Southeast Asia, and home to tens of millions of Indian citizens whose security, well-
being and aspirations deserve to be taken seriously. It is of utmost importance to secure the border in the
northeast and moreover India also has the commitment to fulfil to protect the citizens in the periphery.
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