
Indian Ocean. “China’s foreign 
policy is always at two, some 
would say three, levels: govern-
ment-to-government, party-to-
party and military-to-military. 
But it is important to remember 
that, in a Chinese context, the 

party is above the military and the govern-
ment. There is also a ‘tit-for-tat’ for India al-
lowing the Dalai Lama and his government-
in-exile to have their headquarters in India. 
If India can ‘support’ China’s main enemy, 
then China can give sanctuary to, and sup-
port, India’s main enemies, Paresh Baruah 
and other insurgents from the Northeast.”

The “Great Game” might 
just have begun in Sagaing 
Division. But Khaplang had 
already gauged the shape of 
things to come; he secured 
himself via a written agree-
ment with Tatmadaw (My-
anmar armed forces) on  
April 9, 2012, which has 
been mutually beneficial. 
Barring a couple of “acci-
dental incidents”, hostilities 
have never erupted in the 
Naga region. But Tatmadaw is known to 
spring surprises and so maintaining a large 
force was indispensable for the chief. This 
was possible only by continuing the alli-
ance with the allies from the Northeast. 

The Nagas are scattered, low on resources 
and funds. Khaplang had also assumed the 
role of chairman of an alliance of four groups 

(including ULFA) early in 2015, around the 
time he abrogated the ceasefire with the In-
dian government. This coalition had firmed 
up plans to form a government-in-exile, 
which has not materialised following inter-
nal squabbles. But efforts will be on, given 
Beijing’s policy of sponsoring insurgent out-
fits in Myanmar. 

After Khaplang
ULFA shot off a series of press releases con-
demning the visit of the Dalai Lama to 
Arunanchal Pradesh recently and had 
warned him not to speak against China. It 
had also threatened the Hindu Yuva Chatra 

Parishad (HYCP) with “dire 
consequences” if it continued 
with the demand for a ban on 
Chinese products in Assam. 
There are indications that 
these groups are being used to 
gather information on army 
movements and military infra-
structure in the Northeast and 
they could be used to fulfil 
other objec-
tives in the fu-
ture. Beijing’s 

reluctance to resolve the 
border dispute, its plans to 
harness water resources in 
Tibet and for a greater con-
solidation in Myanmar 
could be some of the ingre-
dients of a long-term plan 
for the region.  
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But efforts will be on 

angwang Sangnyu Khaplang, the de-
ceased Myanmarese Naga rebel chief, 
was at the heart of a finely crafted bal-
ance of complex equations crisscross-
ing the region where his writ ran large. 
The faction of the National Socialist 
Council of Nagaland (NSCN-K), which 
he founded, ran a parallel government 
in the areas sandwiched between the 
Chindwin river and the eastern dis-
tricts of Nagaland and Arunachal 
Pradesh. It is among the most underde-
veloped zones in Asia 
and still an unexplored 
frontier. 

Five years ago, I land-
ed in that region covertly 
to interview Khaplang 
and ULFA chief Paresh 
Baruah. The Indian and 
Myanmarese govern-
ments were employing a 
mix of stratagems to ex-
tend their influence to 
this zone. Khaplang re-
vealed that he had never 
been to China but he offered assistance 
to all the batches sent for training by 
the Naga National Council from Naga-
land. What he did not disclose were the 
overtures to him by Beijing, which I 
had learnt only after leaving his camp 
at Taga in Myanmar’s Hukwang Valley.  

Sometime in late 2010, two middle-
rung officials of the Second Depart-
ment of the Chinese military intelli-
gence had landed at the ULFA camp in 
Taga. They stayed for a couple of days 
there and interacted with senior func-
tionaries of other outfits, including 
Khaplang. The cadre who received 
them now stays in Assam after coming 
overground a few years ago. The top 
leaders of at least two Northeast groups 
— ULFA and People’s Liberation Army 

(PLA) — are in regular 
touch with this agency 
and they often cross over 
to China for meetings. 
They are the link be-
tween China and other 
rebel outfits in Taga. 
These twin organisations 
have established camps 
along the Sino-Myanmar 
border in Wa Special Re-
gion 2 of Shan State, 
which is beyond the con-
trol of Naypyidaw, Myan-

mar’s capital.  
So what is China up to? Bertil Lint-

ner, an expert on Myanmar and author 
of Great Game East: India, China and 
the Struggle for Asia’s Most Volatile 
Frontier, says China’s goal is to secure 
“the Myanmar corridor”, down to the 

S

Khaplang and 
the Myanmar 
Corridor
What the death of the Naga rebel chief 
means for the complex equations in the 
India-China-Myanmar triangle

:: Rajeev Bhattacharyya

perspective 03
JUNE 18-24, 2017

Bhattacharyya 
is a Guwahati-
based 
journalist and 
author of 
Rendezvous 
With Rebels

Barring a couple of 
“accidental inci-

dents”, hostilities 
have never erupted 
in the Naga region. 

But Tatmadaw is 
known to spring 
surprises and so 

maintaining a large 
force was indispen-
sable for Khaplang
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Supporters of 

NSCN-K keep a 

candlelit vigil 

for Khaplang 

at Dimapur in 

Nagaland 
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