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ABSTRACT

On 26 August 2026, a collapsing hanging glacier on Langtang Lirung sent a wall of ice, mud and water down the
\Bhote Koshi—Trishuli river system, erasing the Gyirong border crossing and killing or disappearing well over a
thousand people across Nepal and the Tibet Autonomous Region. The catastrophe struck precisely the corridor that,
Kathmandu, Beijing and New Delhi had spent a decade contesting as a channel of trade, connectivity and strategic
value. This article argues that the flood exposes a structural blind spot in how the India—Nepal—China triangle has
typically been analysed: Himalayan infrastructure has been read almost exclusively as a vector of political advantage,
and too rarely as a liability that is recurrently discounted by glacial risk, seismic exposure and reconstruction debt.
(Wu et al., 2022) Drawing on the unusual episode of trilateral rescue cooperation that followed the disaster, the

article sets out what a climate-conscious adjustment of India’s Himalayan strategy might look like.
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1. A Border Erased

For a decade, the road that climbs out of Kathmandu Valley toward the Tibetan plateau through Rasuwa district has been read
by strategists in three capitals as a line on a map worth arguing over. It carried the Arniko-adjacent alternative that China
offered Nepal after the 2015 Indian blockade; it carried the grant-funded Timure dry port and the transmission line that was
meant to bring Tibetan hydropower south; it was pencilled in as the Nepali leg of the long-promised Kerung—Kathmandu
railway. On the morning of 26 August 2026, that road, and the border post at its head, ceased to exist.

A section of the Langtang Lirung massif, one of the most heavily glaciated peaks in the Nepal Himalaya, is understood to have
sheared away and collapsed, with the impact registering on seismometers worldwide as a quake of approximately magnitude
5.2 (Wikipedia, 2026a). The resulting mass of ice, rock and meltwater raced down the Bhote Koshi gorge and into the Trishuli
River, cutting a swath of destruction along some seventy-two kilometres of riverbank through Rasuwa, Nuwakot, Dhading,
Gorkha, Tanahun, Nawalparasi and Chitwan districts (Wikipedia, 2026a; CNN, 2026a). By early September, Nepali authorities
had confirmed more than nine hundred deaths and upward of four thousand people still missing; on the Chinese side of the
border, sixteen deaths and 546 people missing were reported from Gyirong County alone, 261 of them foreign nationals from
twenty-three countries (CNN, 2026b, 2026c¢). Bodies were recovered as far as 240 kilometres downstream, inside Indian
territory (Mappr, 2026).

This was not a freak event without precedent. In July 2025, a supraglacial lake barely thirty-six kilometres north of the border
had already burst and swept away the Nepal-China Friendship Bridge at Rasuwagadhi, killing at least eight people and
knocking out 211 megawatts of hydropower supply (News on Air, 2025a, 2025b). The 2026 flood struck the same valley while
reconstruction from the earlier disaster was still under way, destroying 41 bridges and 42 kilometres of road on the Trishuli
Corridor (NH42) a second time, against a preliminary national damage estimate of roughly 200 billion Nepali rupees
(Wikipedia, 2026a). Read together, these are not two disasters but one recurring condition: the corridor that both Kathmandu
and Beijing have chosen as their primary vector of connectivity sits inside one of the most geologically unstable landscapes on
earth. (Zou et al., 2026)

2. The Corridor That Kept Breaking

It is worth being precise about what was lost, because the scale of investment concentrated in this single valley is unusual even
by the standards of Belt and Road engagement in Nepal. (Murton & Lord, 2020) The Gyirong—Rasuwagadhi crossing was one
of only two functioning land ports between Nepal and the Tibet Autonomous Region, carrying the bulk of Nepal—China trade
as well as the resumed Kailash Mansarovar pilgrimage traffic. The December 2024 Framework for Belt and Road Cooperation
identified the Jilong—Rasuwagadhi—Chilime transmission line, the Timure inland container depot, and the feasibility studies for
the Kerung—Kathmandu cross-border railway as flagship projects running precisely through this corridor (Ministry of Foreign
Affairs, 2024). In other words, the single most heavily financed and politically salient artery of Sino-Nepali connectivity has
now been physically destroyed twice in thirteen months.

The immediate aftermath illustrated how quickly a connectivity asset can convert into a liability. Chinese geologists identified
a landslide-dammed lake of more than 120,000 square metres forming upstream of the ruined port, causing a Level-IV
emergency response and warnings (India, 2026) of a further breach; within days, satellite imagery showed the Gyirong Port
administrative complex reduced to a single standing water tower (Mappr, 2026; CNN, 2026a). Workers had to be pulled from
a flooded tunnel at the Rasuwagadhi hydropower plant, crawling through metres of mud to reach rescuers (CNN, 2026¢). None
of this fits comfortably into the framing, common in both Indian and Chinese strategic commentary, of Himalayan roads and
rail as durable, cumulative assets whose completion date is the main variable of interest. (Hader et al., 2025) In this valley, at
least, permanence has been the wrong assumption.

3. Disaster Diplomacy: Rescue Without Rivalry
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One of the more striking features of the response was its brief suspension of the zero-sum framing that otherwise dominates
commentary on the India—Nepal-China triangle. At Kathmandu's request, both India and China dispatched tunnel-rescue
specialists to Rasuwa; Chinese fire and rescue units, supported by drones and search dogs, worked the Gyirong side of the
border even as Beijing restricted civilian movement into Shigatse's border areas for safety reasons (CNN, 2026¢, 2026d). This
is worth dwelling on precisely because so much of the scholarly and policy literature on this corridor, , including work on the
Kalapani—Lipulekh dispute, on BRI “dual-use” infrastructure, and on competitive connectivity, treats Nepal's northern frontier
as a site of structural competition between New Delhi and Beijing. (Murton & Lord, 2020) For a handful of days in late August
2026, it functioned instead as a site of parallel, uncoordinated but non-competitive humanitarian effort.

That window is unlikely to stay open for long, and it should not be romanticised: neither government issued any joint statement,
and each operated on its own side of a border that Nepal's own map treats as unsettled in the Kalapani sector further west. But
the episode is nonetheless a useful corrective toward strategic narratives which read every Himalayan infrastructure decision
as a move in an ongoing contest. Disaster response, unlike road-building or railway feasibility studies, offered a rare instance
in which Indian and Chinese state capacity operated on Nepali soil without either government needing to frame its presence as
a rebuttal of the other's.

4. Rethinking the “Dual-Use” Assumption

A recurring argument in the India-focused literature on Chinese infrastructure in Nepal holds that roads, tunnels and
transmission lines ostensibly built for trade and tourism carry latent military or intelligence value, extending Beijing's logistical
reach toward India's Himalayan frontier (Pant, 2021; Singh, 2021). This argument is not wrong so much as incomplete. It treats
infrastructure as a stock that, once built, persists and accumulates strategic value over time. The Trishuli—-Gyirong experience
suggests the opposite: in this terrain, infrastructure is closer to a flow that must be continually rebuilt against a baseline rate of
glacial and seismic attrition. (Khadka et al., 2024) A road that has been washed away twice in just over a year offers
considerably less “dual-use” assurance than the same road would in stable terrain, whatever its notional military utility on
paper.

This matters for how Indian strategic assessments should weight Chinese connectivity claims. It is one thing to note, as this
journal and others regularly do, that Beijing has committed grant financing, engineering expertise and diplomatic capital to the
Kerung—Kathmandu railway and its associated dry ports. It is another matter to assume that this commitment automatically
translates into operational Chinese strategic space on Nepal's northern frontier. Recurrent catastrophic failure imposes real costs
: financial, reputational and political, on the patron state as well as the host, and Kathmandu's own hesitation over construction
financing for the railway, well documented before this disaster (Eco-Business, 2024), is likely to deepen rather than dissolve
now that the feasibility corridor itself has twice proven catastrophically unstable.

5. Policy Consequences for India

None of this argues for Indian complacency. It argues for a different register of competition, one better suited to the actual risk
profile of the terrain that both India and China are contesting. Three implications follow.

First, glacial-lake monitoring and early warning are public goods that India is well placed to supply, and doing so costs a
fraction of matching Chinese road-and-rail spending, kilometre for kilometre. Cooperation with regional bodies such as
ICIMOD and bilateral hydro-meteorological data-sharing with Nepal's Department of Hydrology and Meteorology would
enable New Delhi to build goodwill in the domain of disaster risk reduction, where Indian scientific and logistics-related
capacity is genuinely comparative rather than merely competitive.

Second, the Border Roads Organisation's accelerating investment in Himalayan connectivity (Ministry of Defence, India, 2025)
should be explicitly framed, where possible, around resistance rather than only speed of construction. A road that survives the
monsoon and the next glacial lake outburst is worth more, strategically as well as materially, than one that is faster to build but
repeatedly severed.
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Third, India's comparative advantage in Nepal has historically rested on social depth — labour mobility, kinship, pilgrimage,
education — rather than on matching Chinese infrastructure spend project for project (Muni, 2016; Jha, 2017). Disaster relief,
reconstruction assistance and glacial-risk cooperation extend that comparative advantage into a domain, climate resilience, that
is likely to grow rather than shrink in political salience as the Himalaya continues to warm.

6. Conclusion: From a Connectivity Race to a Stability Race

The scholarship on Nepal's position between India and China has, for good reason, focused heavily on who builds what, and
how fast. The Trishuli-Gyirong flood suggests that this framing now needs a second axis: not only who builds, but what
survives. As glacial retreat and lake formation accelerate across the high Himalaya, the corridor that Nepal, India and China
have all treated as a strategic prize is also, demonstrably, one of the most hazardous stretches of inhabited terrain in South Asia.
(Rescuers comb through mud and debris as Nepal-China floods leave more than 1,000 dead, 2026) A strategy that competes
only on the first axis risks investing heavily in assets that the mountain itself may next erase. A strategy that competes on the
second — on early warning, resilient design, and credible reconstruction — may prove both cheaper and more durable. For
India, whose comparative strength has always lain less in concrete than in continuity, that is a competition worth entering
deliberately, rather than one to be forced into again only after the next flood.
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