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🗞️  WHY IN NEWS

The Union Cabinet approved India’s first underwater rail-cum-road twin tunnel beneath the

Brahmaputra river in Assam at a cost of Rs 18,662 crore — connecting Gohpur on the north bank to

Numaligarh on the south bank with a 15.79 km dual-tube tunnel that will significantly reduce travel time and

transform northeast India’s connectivity and strategic access.

PROJECT OVERVIEW

The Brahmaputra Rail-Road Twin Tunnel will be India’s first underwater transport tunnel and only the

second such combined rail-road underwater structure in the world upon completion.

Core specifications:

Parameter Detail

North Bank terminal Gohpur (NH-15), Biswanath district

South Bank terminal Numaligarh (NH-715), Golaghat district

Total corridor 33.7 km

Main underwater tunnel 15.79 km (twin-tube)

Tube 1 Rail track (single line)

Tube 2 4-lane highway

Road cut-and-cover approach 1.26 km

Rail cut-and-cover approach 4 km

Construction mode EPC (Engineering, Procurement, Construction)

Total cost Rs 18,662 crore

Employment ~80 lakh person-days
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WHY THIS TUNNEL IS NEEDED

The Brahmaputra problem:

The Brahmaputra is one of the world’s widest rivers — at many points 10–15 km wide with seasonal flooding

that significantly expands its footprint. The river divides Assam into North Bank (districts including

Lakhimpur, Dhemaji, Sonitpur, Biswanath, Darrang) and South Bank (Nagaon, Golaghat, Jorhat, Dibrugarh,

Sivasagar, Tinsukia). Crossing is a major logistical challenge:

Current situation:

Kaliabhomora Bridge (the main bridge near Tezpur): Forces a ~240 km detour; journey time ~6

hours

Only a handful of road and rail bridges cross the entire Brahmaputra in Assam

Flooding makes road approaches to bridges unreliable for months each year

The Bogibeel Bridge (rail-road, Dibrugarh, opened 2018) is the only combined road-rail bridge

across the Brahmaputra

What the tunnel changes:

Direct north-south connection at the Gohpur–Numaligarh latitude

Tunnel is flood-proof and year-round operational

Reduces distance from ~240 km to a direct corridor of ~33.7 km total

All-weather, 24x7 connectivity for people, goods, and military logistics

CONNECTIVITY MULTIPLIER

The tunnel connects four key access points beyond the tunnel itself:

4 railway stations (improving freight and passenger rail in the northeast)

2 airports (civilian and military logistics)

2 inland waterway terminals (on the Brahmaputra)

Direct road access to Numaligarh Refinery (3 MMTPA; being expanded to 9 MMTPA) — critical for

petroleum supply to northeast

Cities connected: Numaligarh, Tezpur, Gohpur, Dibrugarh, Itanagar (Arunachal Pradesh capital). The

tunnel thus integrates Arunachal Pradesh’s connectivity into the national grid more effectively.

Kaziranga National Park access: The south bank terminal at Numaligarh is adjacent to the Kaziranga

National Park buffer zone — improved access benefits ecotourism and emergency wildlife management.
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STRATEGIC AND DEFENCE SIGNIFICANCE

Assam is India’s gateway to the northeast — all land routes to Arunachal Pradesh, Nagaland, Manipur,

Mizoram, Meghalaya, and Tripura pass through or near Assam. The Brahmaputra has historically been a

critical military logistics barrier.

India-China border context:

Arunachal Pradesh shares a ~1,129 km border with China (the McMahon Line)

India’s military doctrine requires rapid build-up of forces on the north bank (facing China) within days

of a conflict

The current dependence on bridges — which can be targeted by air strikes or damaged by flooding —

makes the tunnel strategically superior

The Sela Tunnel (Arunachal, opened 2024) and this Brahmaputra tunnel together form a new spine

of military-grade infrastructure in the northeast

Emergency Landing Facility connection: On the same day, PM Modi inaugurated the Northeast’s first

Emergency Landing Facility (ELF) at Moran, Dibrugarh on NH-15 — the same highway corridor that

connects to the tunnel’s north bank terminal. ELFs allow fighter jets and military transport aircraft to operate

from highway sections, dispersing air power away from vulnerable fixed airfields.

ENGINEERING CHALLENGES

Underwater tunnelling in a river like the Brahmaputra presents exceptional challenges:

Seismic zone: The Brahmaputra valley is in seismic zone V (highest risk) — the 1897 and 1950

earthquakes here were among the most powerful in recorded history

Sediment and soil: Brahmaputra riverbed has highly variable alluvial soil — not ideal for immersed

tube or TBM (Tunnel Boring Machine) methods

Fluvial dynamics: The Brahmaputra is a braided river (multiple shifting channels) — determining

the stable tunnel alignment requires extensive geotechnical surveying

EPC mode: The government chose EPC (Engineering, Procurement, Construction) rather than PPP —

reflecting the project’s national security significance and the preference for government risk-bearing on

strategic infrastructure
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UPSC RELEVANCE

Brahmaputra river (length 2,900 km, originates Tibet as Tsangpo; enters Assam as Brahmaputra; exits

Bangladesh as Jamuna), Kaliabhomora Bridge, Bogibeel Bridge (longest rail-road bridge in India, 4.94

km), Numaligarh Refinery, Emergency Landing Facility (ELF), Seismic Zone V, EPC vs PPP, Kaziranga

National Park. Mains GS-3: Northeast connectivity infrastructure; Act East Policy; strategic

infrastructure and national security; river transport and inland waterways; infrastructure financing

models (EPC vs PPP).

📌  FACTS CORNER — KNOWLEDGEPEDIA

BRAHMAPUTRA TUNNEL — CORE DATA:

BRAHMAPUTRA RIVER:

NORTHEAST CONNECTIVITY INFRASTRUCTURE:

OTHER RELEVANT FACTS:

Sources: Drishti IAS, GKToday, PIB

Type: First underwater rail-road tunnel in India; second globally

Tunnel length: 15.79 km (twin-tube) | Total corridor: 33.7 km

North terminal: Gohpur (Biswanath district) | South terminal: Numaligarh (Golaghat district)

Cost: Rs 18,662 crore | Mode: EPC

Employment: ~80 lakh person-days

Connects: 4 railway stations, 2 airports, 2 IWT terminals

Total length: ~2,900 km (3rd longest in Asia)

Origin: Chemayungdung glacier, Tibet (called Tsangpo in Tibet)

Enters India: Arunachal Pradesh (called Siang/Dihang)

Assam name: Brahmaputra

Bangladesh name: Jamuna; joins Ganges/Padma → Meghna → Bay of Bengal

Width in Assam: 10–15 km (world’s widest rivers)

Seismic: Zone V (1897 Shillong quake + 1950 Assam quake nearby)

Bogibeel Bridge (Dibrugarh): Longest rail-road bridge in India, 4.94 km; opened December 2018

Sela Tunnel (Arunachal): Opened 2024; provides all-weather access to Tawang

Bhupen Hazarika Setu (Dhola-Sadiya, Assam-Arunachal): Longest river bridge in India, 9.15 km; opened 2017

Rani Gaidinliu Setu: Longest bridge in Manipur

Numaligarh Refinery: 3 MMTPA (expanding to 9 MMTPA); crude from Assam oil fields + Majuli region

ELF (Emergency Landing Facility): Northeast first at Moran, Dibrugarh on NH-15

Act East Policy: Connectivity to ASEAN via northeast India; replaces Look East Policy (2014)
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