Nepal’s balancing act becomes more complex as China’s influence deepens
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Nepal’s long-standing doctrine of balancing India and China has become harder to sustain as Beijing’s presence deepens well beyond roads, bridges and aid. The idea of "equidistance" was always meant to preserve autonomy for a small, landlocked state caught between two powers, but in practice it now sits uneasily with Nepal’s growing dependence on India for day-to-day trade and its cautious search for alternatives in China.
Academic analysis published in the journal Asian Education and Development Studies describes Kathmandu’s approach as hedging rather than outright alignment, with Nepal seeking Chinese investment and infrastructure while trying not to provoke India. That reading fits a wider debate in Nepal, where scholars and policy commentators have pushed back against easy labels such as "buffer state" or "bridge", arguing that the country’s geography and domestic politics make any neat formula unrealistic.
China’s engagement has also taken on a more political and security-oriented character. According to reporting and commentary on Nepal-China ties, the Communist Party of China’s International Liaison Department has built channels across Nepal’s party spectrum, while the Chinese embassy in Kathmandu has become one of Beijing’s more active missions in South Asia. Nepal and China have also been holding the Sagarmatha Friendship military exercises since 2017, initially at a modest level but later expanding in scope, and in 2019 the two countries elevated relations to a strategic partnership that included closer military training and disaster-response cooperation.
That same year, Nepal’s then-unified communist party signed an agreement with the CCP that reportedly opened the door to training for Nepali counterparts from China’s People’s Armed Police. The shift did not replace Nepal’s long military relationship with India, which has traditionally provided most of Kathmandu’s external training through the Surya Kiran exercises, but it did signal a more contested defence landscape. For New Delhi, the concern is not only symbolism: it is the prospect of a neighbour once treated as naturally within India’s sphere of influence increasingly entertaining Chinese security ties.
Yet geography still sets the limits of any grand balancing act. India remains the route for most of Nepal’s fuel, medicines and third-country imports, and the 2015 blockade, whatever label is attached to it, left a lasting imprint on Nepali public opinion by showing how vulnerable the country can be. Chinese rail and road links are attractive precisely because they promise to loosen that dependence, but the alternative corridors are not yet ready. The planned high-altitude railway from Shigatse to Kathmandu is still at the feasibility stage, with a 42-month study only beginning in late 2022. Until such projects move from paper to reality, Nepal will continue to need Indian goodwill even as it seeks Chinese leverage, a balancing act that successive coalition governments have struggled to manage with consistency.
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