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National Bri Projects & Their Implications On Socio-Economic 
Rights & Fundamental Freedoms In Pakistan

institutional framework for administration, and the 
absence of a social safety net results in 
estrangement in society. When combined with 
religious extremism, this has also contributed to 
instability and terrorism in the nation, which has an 
impact on the  region. In light of this, it is crucial to 
examine carefully what the governments of both 
Pakistan and China claim their huge project, CPEC to 
be the significant promise of prosperity. Finding a 
quality job and a sustainable means of subsistence 
are major concerns for regular Pakistanis in an 
impoverished developing country with a large 
population, and they are also obviously part of the 
expectations from the CPEC.

Nine years down the lane, CPEC in Pakistan is 
synonymous with China’s BRI, showing the huge 
ownership Pakistan takes at the cost of soft loans 
and several human rights violations. Whereas the 
project has yet to deliver results while the 
transparency and accountability pose a huge 
question mark. The research aims to look into the 
challenges and implications of the project on human 
development while facilitating and nurturing Chinese 
ambitions of global dominance through Pakistan.

1.   Introduction

The quest for development is imperative to improve 
the socio-economic paradigm of developing 
countries in South Asia. It is the mega development 
projects that bring prosperity, improve quality of life, 
and create employment opportunities in a country. 
China’s engagement in South Asia was kindled by the 
overarching Belt and Road Initiative (BRI). The BRI is 
a large-scale initiative to create two new trade 

Executive Summary

Pakistan is China’s Strategic Partner in changing 

geopolitical context. With the initiation of China’s 

ambitious goal for foreign policy in the 21st century, 

Belt and Road Initiative (BRI), Pakistan became a 

host of its flagship project China-Pakistan Economic 

Corridor (CPEC). The signing of the Memorandum 

of Understanding (MoU) for CPEC took place in the 

mid of 2013 and with that China-Pakistan allyship 

extended from diplomacy and defence to energy 

and economy. Today, China is Pakistan’s largest 

defence and trade partner. Considering the three 

core interests of China, including:

1.    Building secure maritime routes for China in 

order to gain economic and political influence in 
participating countries;

2.    Finding a China-centric regional order to create 
alternative markets and geopolitical opportunities; 

and; and
3.    Overcoming the domestic socioeconomic 

challenges by strengthening its central and western 
provinces.

Pakistan is providing all favourable circumstances 

on its land and sea to its all-weather friend. 

Nevertheless, Pakistan is vying for regional and 
global development besides bilateral trade through 

indispensable CPEC and believes it to be crucial for 
national development.

However, like many developing nations, Pakistan's 

weak economic foundation, the insufficient 



routes, comprises of the land route and the 21st 
Century Maritime Silk Road (Arduino and Cainey, 
2019), which will link China to the rest of the globe. 
The initiative covers much more than just 
infrastructure. It aims to expand China's 
interdependent market, strengthen its political and 
economic influence, and foster the circumstances 
necessary for the country to develop a high-tech 
economy (Lindley, 2022).

There is an extensive portrayal and strong narrative 
which has been pushed over the years of the 
strategic cooperative partnership between China and 
Pakistan as a catalyst for peace and stability in the 
region and beyond. With the launch of the China-
Pakistan Economic Corridor (CPEC), a flagship 
project of BRI, China aimed to serve the fundamental 
interests of the two countries and their people. 
Pakistan became the crucial partner in China’s quest 
to revitalize the historical overland trading routes 
connecting East to West and to build the Maritime 
Silk Road along the Marco Polo route (Mansson, n.d), 
connecting Asia, Africa, and Europe through the 
CPEC – and all that while reducing its dependence on 
the Strait of Malacca (Paszak, 2021) for 
transportation in order to access the Indian Ocean. In 
terms of the Belt element, CPEC is viewed as the 
leading component. The bridges, railroads, energy 
facilities, reconstructed roadway, and extension of 
the Gwadar port in Pakistan are all part of the 
corridor. Pakistani economy has had numerous 
difficulties since the beginning of this decade. Parts 
of the country experience a lack of clean water and 
are being an energy deficit because infrastructure 

investment has not kept pace with the nation's rapid 
population increase. Foreign investment from the 
Arab world and remittances from Pakistani migrants 
in the Persian Gulf have decreased (Ratha et al, 
2016) as a result of domestic instability and the 
fluctuation in oil prices. In light of this, Pakistan sees 
the CPEC as a lifeline for its economy.

It is important to note that the Corridor is seen as a 
direct threat by neighbouring India as it brings two 
nuclear-armed neighbours together to forge 
territorial ties along its northern border. The corridor 
goes near the controversial Kashmir valley. It is 
important to note that India has long-standing 
border disputes with Pakistan as well as China.

The Silk Road & Aram Sea Routes (11th & 12th 
Centuries) | Source: Martin Jan Mansson

2.   Literature Review
 
2.1. Impact of CPEC-linked projects in Pakistan: 
Socio-economic well-being and local’s grievances
CPEC is proposed to provide equal socio-economic
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benefits to locals in all provinces. Pakistan Institute 
of Development Economics (PIDE) has analysed the 
impact of CPEC-related projects on the social welfare 
of locals all from three different angles i.e. 
accommodation (housing), health and education. It 
reported the highest growth in social development in 
Balochistan, Sindh, Khyber Pakhtunkhwa, and 
Punjab respectively (Haq and Farooq, 2016). Though 
the government of Pakistan has depicted growth in 
the socio-economic development of Balochistan 
under CPEC, an international report underlined that 
Balochistan, due to uneven distribution of 
investments, gets a negligible share of profit (2-3%) 
from CPEC.

It is pertinent to note that the degree to which 
growth reduces poverty depends on the extent of the 
poor’s participation in the growth process. 
Regrettably, locals’ participation in the execution of 
CPEC has been missed out by the federal and 
provincial units. A lack of communication and 
collaboration from the local community would 
undermine the planning and execution of CPEC. 
Despite the promises of socio-economic growth and 
stability under CPEC, local alienation has been 
aggravated in Balochistan, mainly in Gwadar.

Although CPEC has some positive effects on the lives 
of local communities, it has adverse implications 
including property loss, increased living costs and 
noise pollution. The new business and industrial units 
under CPEC may spur air and water pollution causing 
environmental degradation. A report has postulated 
a negative connection between the perceived 
concerns of CPEC development to local’s quality of 
life concerns and well-being. Locals have expressed 

their concerns regarding resource mismanagement 
and extra tax burden under the CPEC (Sun et al, 
2020).

A report said that CPEC will further widen the social 
divide in Pakistan. Ehsan Malik, the CEO of the 
Pakistan Business Council, who also claimed that 
rising Chinese imports have hurt local industries 
(Yamada), for instance, described the much-hyped 
CPEC, the Chinese-financed project to build 
transportation and energy infrastructure in Pakistan, 
as a potential “Trojan horse”. The business 
community in the country have expressed concerns 
about the fiasco ‘to protect local economic interests, 
high guaranteed returns on equity to Chinese 
investors and unaffordable national debt. CPEC is 
aggravating existing grievances among a population 
in Balochistan. Instead of empowering locals, CPEC 
has displaced locals, deprived them of economic 
lifelines and produced a heavily militarized zone 
disrupting the usual movement of locals within the 
region. Locals in Gilgit Baltistan (GB) expressed fears 
regarding displacement and a bleak economy under 
CPEC.   They further lamented that locals are not 
familiar with project (CPEC) details and its benefits 
to the region. One resident underlined that “The 
government has not engaged with us; we do not 
know exactly how much or what GB’s role will be in 
CPEC or how we will benefit from it,” (Ebrahim, 2016). 
Another report (How Chinese Extraction Is Destroying 
Gilgit-Baltistan, 2022) said that CPEC is threatening 
local survival by merely advancing Chinese interests 
in the region. It is also reported that the army 
bulldozed homes in Makpondas to provide land to a 
Chinese company to build a CPEC-linked economic 
zone.
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Even in Sindh province, energy projects under 
CPEC have damaged the environment and 
displaced locals (World Economic Forum). Though 
CPEC has increased connectivity and sufficient 
energy demands in the country simultaneously it 
has caused environmental degradation, (Aman, J. 
et al, 2021) local people’s displacement, and 
inequitable resource distribution among provinces 
(Assad). According to a report by ‘Global Initiative 
(GI)’, CPEC is unlikely to strengthen the middle and 
working-class communities of Pakistan. It will 
amplify the gap between rich and poor and trigger 
illicit activities. The GI report underlined that 
‘CPEC has aggravated existing class, ethnic-
national and ecological divides within Pakistan’ 
(Mahadevan, 2021).

Moreover, residents of Gwadar were aggrieved 
about employment opportunities under the CPEC. 
Baloch semi-skilled and unskilled labour has been 
deprived of the benefits offered by CPEC. They 
resented that the labour for projects is recruited 
from central and northern Punjab rather than 
hiring local community members. It is reported 
that CPEC in Balochistan doesn’t guarantee
employment for locals and has involved narrow 
consultation with communities. Locals also 
resented that desalination plants built under CPEC 
have been benefiting the port more than the 
residents (“China-Pakistan Economic Corridor: 
Opportunities and Risks”, 2018). Although China, 
under Corporate Social Responsibility (CSR) 
Initiatives, has granted over 712 million (APP) for 

several socio-economic projects in the last seven 
years to uplift the living conditions of the locals, it 
could not ally people’s basic needs like water and 
employment.

Simply generating employment opportunities does 
not suffice to track the socio-economic impact of 
CPEC. Though the government of Pakistan (CPEC 
Authority) has provided a division between 
employment opportunities created for locals and 
foreigners under CPEC-related projects, there is 
ambiguity about the hierarchy/category of 
employment. The Head of the Gwadar Port 
Operations GITL stated around 80% (China 
Economic Net, 2021) of hired workers are locals. It is 
yet unknown that locals have been hired either at 
managerial posts or lower than that. There is a lack 
of information on the kind of jobs, permanency i.e., 
contractual/ sub-contractual or otherwise, income 
details and employees’ rights.

Apart from creating job opportunities, CPEC aims to 
produce a skilled workforce. Various educational, 
technical and vocational institutes have been 
established all over the country under CPEC. 
Nonetheless, there is no information regarding the 
employment of skilled labour produced under CPEC. 
Meanwhile, China expressed concern (Abrar, 2020) 
that Pakistani officials lack expertise and vowed to 
employ Chinese experts.

Also, Article 30 (A. Rana, 2022) of the Special 
Economic Zones (SEZs) Act has guaranteed labour 
rights but lack of transparency has kept us away 
from the ground realities of SEZs implementation. 
Besides, the government of Pakistan has, for a long, 
ignored the development of the CPEC western route 



fundamental freedom
Information regarding CPEC-related projects has 
been masked under a cloak of opaqueness. Every 
development project involves opportunities and 
risks, as does the CPEC. But there is no considerable 
study/portal available either at the national or 
international level that narrates both sides of the 
story and complete detail pertaining to CPEC. 
Nonetheless, media play a significant role in project 
framing and building public perception. It is noted 
that reporting on CPEC at the national level has been 
controlled and biased.   Local media in Pakistan has 
rendered CPEC in terms of merely its potential 
economic benefits, ignoring the consequences of the 
mega project that can leave deep imprints on the 
local’s livelihood (Qusien and Robbins, 2022).

A study revealed the media’s biases in reporting 
about projects related to CPEC. Two leading 
newspapers from China and Pakistan (The People’s 
Daily and The News respectively) has reflected the 
strategic, economic, and geopolitical significance of 
CPEC while exhibiting incredulity on various issues 
such as social, development and others (Shah et al, 
2020). Even a quick change (2014-2019) in the 
opinions of the journalists regarding CPEC has also 
confused the readers and general audience (Haider
and Waqar, 2019). Additionally, the GI report 
(Mahadevan, 2021) said that Pakistani media has 
been discouraged from reporting about women 
trafficking by Chinese for forced labour, prostitution, 
and other such purposes. Biased and controlled 
media reporting towards CPEC has undermined the 
fundamental freedom of speech and expression 
ensured by Article 19 (Abbas, 2018) of the 
Constitution of Pakistan.

and preferred to work on eastern and central routes. 
This route controversy has fuelled inter-provincial 
discord and hatred (Business Recorder, 2017).

A study noted that social safety, political and legal 
risks involved in CPEC negatively influence the 
performance of this mega project (Rajput et al, 
2022).

2.2. The cultural impact of CPEC: Integration or 
intrusion?
Chinese imprint in the South Asian region is growing 
under BRI. It is diffusing into the social and cultural 
domain. No mega development project is concluded 
without negative consequences though positive 
impacts may outdo them. China is extending its 
cultural diplomacy via economic projects.   It is 
observed that the CPEC routes will not only be used 
for trade or carrying goods but also for language, 
customs, norms, values and belief system. With the 
launch of CPEC, several Chinese language institutes 
have been established in the country. The Pakistani 
nation was already perplexed in learning Urdu and 
English and now this new language (Chinese) is 
introduced and considered imperative to get jobs in 
CPEC-related projects. With the influx of Chinese in 
Pakistan’s society and markets, our values are 
changing at a high pace (Sanaullah, 2019). This 
cultural shift and changing trends would be visible in 
upcoming years in terms of clothing, food, business 
ethics and so forth. Also, for locals who want to 
utilize the project-related opportunities, CPEC is 
becoming a source of a ‘language changer’ in 
Pakistan (Asif et al, 2019).
 
2.3.     Media silencing and desecration of 
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2.4.War of narratives

The worldwide media has been reporting and 
analysing CPEC as a debt trap and Chinese style of 
colonialism owing to global developments i.e. the US 
containment policy of China, India-China tensed 
relations over border conflict and the growing Pak-
China strategic cooperative partnership under the 
CPEC. The war of narratives around the BRI and 
CPEC has shaped two blocks that are reporting in 
favour and against the Chinese initiative. Where 
Chinese and Pakistani have been portraying the 
positive impact of CPEC, the western and Indian 
media paint the opposite picture. Pakistani media 
has given coverage to the positive aspects and 
ignored the grievous communities (Sadiq et al, n.d.) 
mainly in Balochistan. The opaqueness of CPEC has 
fuelled western criticism of CPEC. Had China been 
providing a clear picture of all projects being 
executed under the BRI, the western media would 
not have condemned it (Haider and Waqar, 2019). 
Nevertheless, Pakistan and China’s firm control of 
the CPEC narrative impedes proper accountability of 
the project (Afzal, 2020).

2.5.   Security challenges

The Baloch nationalists are opposed to Chinese 
investment in the region’s roads, power stations, and 
Gwadar port (Baloch). The CPEC-related projects, 
mainly in Sindh and Balochistan, could not fulfil the 
promise of socio-economic development. For 
instance, the desalination plant in Gwadar 
established under CPEC has been beneficial for 
industrial use rather than satisfying the needs of 
locals. Fishermen in Gwadar freed their fishing spots 

for Gwadar port development expecting it would 
improve their socio-economic condition, but the 
federal government granted the license to Chinese 
trawlers (B. Baloch, 2021). It resulted in a one-
month-long fishermen’s protest in Gwadar. Although 
fishermen ended the protest after the government 
promised to take action against illegal fishing by the 
Chinese, it has not changed much. One local was 
aggrieved about the Chinese stating “They own the 
ocean. We are helpless, and so are the fisheries 
department and government who have failed us.” 
(Suleman Anees, 2022). Gwadar port development 
could not extricate the people from the socio-
economic crisis.

The lack of transparency and bleak socio-economic 
progress under CPEC has triggered anti-Chinese 
sentiment among people, mainly the Baloch 
nationalists (S. Baloch, 2013). The failure to provide 
benefits of Gwadar port development to locals has 
intensified hostility against Chinese nationals and 
CPEC projects in the region. The deliberate neglect 
of the western route (covering KP and Balochistan) 
and no visible improvement in the livelihoods of 
locals in Balochistan and Sindh have threatened 
Chinese workers and CPEC security. A total of 17 
CPEC workers were killed and 34 got injured in 4 
attacks in 2021. The government of Pakistan has 
made efforts to protect CPEC and Chinese workers, 
but it has not been able to completely avert militant 
activities against CPEC. In the wake of a recent 
incident where three Chinese language teachers and 
their Pakistani driver were killed (BBC, 2022) in a 
suspected suicide bombing in Karachi, it is reported 
that China wants its ‘own security to protect its 
citizens and assets in Pakistan’. Apart from convent-
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-ional security measures, the government needs to 
focus on the causes of unrest in Balochistan and 
address them by uplifting its socio-economic 
condition.

According to the Human Rights Watch report 2021, 
the overall human rights situation in Pakistan is very 
bleak. (Human Rights Watch, 2021). However, the 
execution of CPEC linked projects has direct bearing 
on the fundamental freedoms enshrined in the 
constitution of Pakistan[1] including the freedom of 
expression, freedom of movement, right to 
information, right to assemble, move and form 
association in a peaceful environment. The flagship 
project has equally affected the constitutional 
provision pertaining to preservation of indigenous 
language and culture and the socio-economic well-
being of people irrespective of sex, caste, creed or 
race. It is reported that the government, while 
ignoring the concerns of the local communities and 
their leaders, continued CPEC execution at all costs. 
The Baloch separatist groups have claimed the 
exploitation of resources and rights under the CPEC. 
Brahamdagh Bugti, leader of the Baloch Republican 
Party living in exile in Switzerland, warned of 
massive human rights violation in Balochistan under 
the CPEC. (National Assembly of Pakistan, 2018). The 
locals in Gilgit-Baltistan criticized CPEC execution in 
the absence of fundamental rights. However, Local 
journalists in were warned by the intelligence 
officers against criticizing CPEC. (China-Pakistan 
Economic Corridor: Opportunities and Risks, 2018). 
Over 2000 families were displaced in order to make 
way for CPEC in Balochistan. (Pakistan Today, 2017). 
The displacement, intimidation and harassment of 
local residents, and crackdowns on anti-CPEC  

protest is contrary to the constitutional fundamental 
rights.

3.  Objectives
The CPEC, a leading project of BRI, is spread across 
the length of the country and have several 
stakeholders in it. It has a portfolio of USD 62 billion 
which is said to benefit the country in an 
unparalleled way. The Pakistan economy is in 
dwindles and the population dividend is increasing. In 
such a scenario, CPEC lined projects are a flickering 
hope for the country and its people. However, the 
massiveness of the project extended to energy, 
infrastructure, trade and business are all complex 
trajectories and need to be simplified in order to 
understand the losses or gains, if there are any, so as 
to understand the socioeconomic environment it has 
created in Pakistan. Nonetheless, amidst improved 
infrastructure and partially fulfilling the energy 
demand, CPEC has exposed local communities to 
socio-economic and environmental hazards. The 
main objective of this study is to examine the social, 
and economic implications of CPEC as well as its 
impact on the fundamental freedom of locals. The 
study will shed light on the livelihood and socio-
economic status of fishermen in Gwadar, nebulous 
job creation, and vague impact of CPEC borrowings 
on our economy and how the projects will be paid for.
 
4.  Methodology
The study implied the desk research methodology, 
using open-source qualitative studies and 
quantitative data to analyse the socioeconomic 
dimensions and implications of BRI Projects on the 
fundamental freedoms of the local populace in 
Pakistan. This research has thoroughly reviewed the 
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existing literature on CPEC, a flagship project of BRI, 
and tried to identify and analyse the gaps in an 
endeavour to document the complex paradigm of 
CPEC linked projects and their socioeconomic 
implications in the country. This study infers 
exploratory and illustrative case study approaches to 
highlight particular issues surfaced during the 
Gwadar port development and other projects under 
the CPEC.

5.    Results & Findings: A Case Study Approach
5.1.      Massive Protests in Gwadar: An unresolved 
issue

Gwadar, a hub of connectivity and gateway of rapid 
growth, holds a pivotal importance in the 
implementation of CPEC. Under this flagship 
initiative, Gwadar Seaport Development has 
proposed better employment opportunities and 
improved standard of life of locals in the region. 
Nonetheless, a range of grievances and concerns 
pertaining to locals’ socio-economic deprivation 
were reported since the development work kicked off 
at the seaport. Since the construction of East Bay 
Expressway started under CPEC (2018), locals have 
been worried over their rights to live, work and the 
impact of development projects (Suleman, 2020). 
They were worried about development induced 
displacement under the CPEC (Notezai, 2021). In 
2017, a total of 2,578 families were displaced in order 
to make way for the CPEC (The Express Tribune, 
2017). Under the garb of development work, locals 
have lost their sources of livelihood. Several locals, 
mainly the fishermen community, have become 
jobless. The local economy stumbled dueto increased 
security to safeguard Chinese projects and nationals

in the region (Notezai, 2021).   Last year in August, 
workers of all political parties, fishermen and 
members of civil society staged a protest in Gwadar 
against the lack of basic amenities and illegal fishing 
in the sea next to Gwadar. Before that, in June 
(Baloch, 2021), locals also protested over the 
government allowing Chinese trawlers to fish. They 
hoped that CPEC linked developments would 
revolutionize the economy and uplift the local 
population, but government could not come up to 
their expectations.

Meanwhile, Chinese government categorically 
rejected this claim and underlined that ‘no Chinese 
trawlers were fishing and docking in the waters of 
Gwadar port’.’ (Global Times, 2021). The president of 
Gwadar’s Rural Community Development Council 
said that the government has over-sold the CPEC 
and Gwadar port. He lamented that there has been 
no improvement in the lives of the locals which they 
felt bitter about. (Amir, 2021).   The question of 
livelihood is of paramount significance. Locals from 
Gwadar and Turbat continued protests against the 
non-availability and/or shortage of drinking water, 
poor health and education facilities and increased 
unemployment in the region (Baloch, 2021).

In November 2021, locals started a peaceful protest 
sit-in of the “Gwadar Haq Do Tehreek” for an 
indefinite period. The head of this movement, 
Maulana Hidayat-ur-Rehman Baloch, also a political 
figure, demanded ban on illegal trawling in the sea of 
Gwadar and abolition of unnecessary check posts set 
up in the name of security (J. Baloch, 2021). The 32-
day long sit-in protest was called off as the 
government, during negotiations with Tehreek’s
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leader Maulana Hidayat, accepted their demands. 
However, it is yet to be seen that if the government 
comes up to its promises made to the protesting 
locals (Gwadar Protest Comes to an End after 32 Days, 
2021).  A fisherman in Jiwani stated that “even when 
the government seemingly took some action against 
them after the movement and protests, nothing 
changed,” (Suleman, 2022).

5.2.            Transparency in CPEC projects, a distant 
dream
 
No national development project has garnered more 
attention in Pakistan than in CPEC. When looking into 
the transparency around China’s BRI investments 
pertinent to Pakistan, it’s crucial to view it as a 
patchwork of bilateral agreements negotiated on 
various terms (Tayyab Safdar, 2021) rather than as a
cohesive, unified strategy. One of the main problems 
with CPEC, according to its critics, (Editorial, 2021) is 
that there is no transparency surrounding the 
funding, loans, volumes, and actions. (Rumi, 2017). 
There is currently no standardised reporting or 
measurement system to give data on the efficacy 
and effectiveness of the CPEC projects that have 
been completed (Ali, 2022).

In 2018, a report revealed a series of irregularities in 
the award of a lucrative Multan-Sukkur (M5) 
motorway contract by the National Highway 
Authority (NHA) to a Chinese state-owned entity, 
China State Construction Engineering Corporation 
(CSCEC) (Mahmood, 2018). In 2019, former 
communication Minister Murad Saeed alleged of Rs. 
70 billion corruption in Multan-Sukkur motorway 
project, and accused the then government of PML-N

of financial mismanagement. On the other hand, 
CSCEC has denied the corruption charges. Former 
Minister for Planning and Development Ahsan Iqbal 
also rejected the corruption allegations and 
underlined that the cost differential of about Rs 70 
billion is due to improved Chinese standards to make 
the project able to withstand natural calamities 
(Khan, 2019).

The government’s claims pertaining to CPEC 
transparency were shifted with political transition in 
the country. Special Committee of the Senate on 
CPEC, in 2019, has raised the demand for greater 
transparency in the implementation of work under 
CPEC (Editorial, 2019). A Belgium based think-tank’s 
report underlined opacity in CPEC projects and this 
remains true in 2021. Legitimate academic 
evaluation of CPEC linked development is often met 
by political, military, and bureaucratic actors with 
charges of promoting conspiracy theories (Boni & 
Boni, 2021).

The unwrapping of this crucial knowledge recognized 
that China hasn't established a dedicated 
independent assistance agency to handle all aid-
related decision-making, unlike conventional aid 
agencies. Federal Minister Ali Murad found in his 
study that the Ministry of Commerce collaborates 
with 20 other ministries, such as the Ministry of 
Foreign Affairs, the Ministry of Finance, the Ministry 
of Health, and the Ministry of Agriculture, in 
formulating and planning foreign aid policies and 
approving projects funded by the aid. To administer 
foreign assistance affairs and maintain 
communication with other government ministries 
engaged in international development cooperation, a 
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specific department under the Ministry of Commerce 
has been established. This department is known as 
the Department of Aid to Foreign Countries (DAFC).

This is demonstrated by the fact that the 
government receiving loans from China is 
occasionally unsure of which Chinese Authority or 
state-owned enterprises (SOEs) they are working 
with. Similarly, there is massive overlapping in 
China’s overseas projects and/or BRI undertakings. 
For instance, Chinese Premier Li Keqiang formally 
announced the CPEC in Pakistan in May 2013, five 
months before the BRI.   However, two international 
seaports were never part of the BRI investments in 
two South Asian countries i.e. Gwadar Port in 
Pakistan and Hambantota Port in Sri Lanka.  Both the 
Gwadar Port and the Hambantota Port have been 
under construction since 2002. They were later 
included in the BRI for various reasons by the 
Chinese or non-Chinese participants. For Pakistan, it 
is a politically correct statement. However, the 
inclusion of CPEC in the BRI has unnecessarily 
turned generic project problems affecting China-
India bilateral  ties into BRI controversies that 
catalyse a military interpretation of the BRI, 
particularly as  the project develops troop presence
aspects.

To protect the Chinese investment and its citizens, 
the Pakistan military provided security by raising a 
force of 15,000 personnel (Rana, 2016) for this 
matter. However, in recent developments in which 
Chinese nationals have been targeted back to back, 
China asked for ‘further cooperation in law 
enforcement domains’ (China Lauds Security 
Measures for Its Citizens, 2022).

Despite the  government's efforts to establish a 
comprehensive information-sharing dashboard for 
CPEC, there is still a lot of mistrust over the general 
transparency of CPEC projects. The government has 
never made any relevant policy documents available, 
and the entire financing structure of CPEC is highly 
opaque. Transparency about the general terms and 
circumstances of Chinese investments and 
concessional loans is clearly lacking. The public 
knowledge regarding the MoU or agreements 
regarding the CPEC Project is exempted from the 
Right to Information Act which talks about the clause 
of 'reasonable restrictions' (“CONSTITUTION of 
PAKISTAN”) on the pretext of state-to-state 
agreements.

5.3.    Surging joblessness & obliterating socio-
economic opportunities
 
In addition to all said, one of the most important 
components of CPEC besides adding to energy and 
infrastructure was the creation of quality jobs for 
huge bulge of unemployed Pakistani citizens. 
Pakistan Bureau of Statistics stated in its report that 
before COVID-19, 35% of the population, accounting 
for 55.75 million were employed. This figure dropped 
to 35.04 million during the pandemic, indicating that 
people either lost their jobs or were unable to work 
due to the imposition of the lockdown for health 
safety (Pakistan Bureau of Statistics, 2020). 
According to the Finance Ministry of the Government 
of Pakistan, the youth (of 20-24 years old) 
unemployment rate stands at 12.2% in 2020-2021, 
which is quite high.

Balochistan which is considered the anchor of CPEC 
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has employment to population ratio of 38.6% 
(Government of Pakistan, 2009). With a total of 
61.1% of the population living in poverty (Sarfaraz et 
al, 2020), Balochistan is the poorest province in 
Pakistan (nearly twice the national average). In rural 
areas, this rate is significantly higher (around 84%). 
The province is underdeveloped; less than 24%, 
nearly 25%, and less than 7% of its citizens have 
access to electricity or piped water, and less than 7% 
have an internet connection (Global Data Lab, 2022).

Source: Balochistan Strategy – 2nd Edition | Pakistan 
Poverty Alleviation Fund (Sarfaraz et al.)

Gwadar, the port city in Balochistan is considered to 
be the heart of China’s BRI and has more than a 
dozen projects (CPEC Authority, Official Website) 
which either have been completed, underway or are 
in planning phase. It is to be noted that between 
January 4 and 10, 2022, Balochistan province had 
extreme weather conditions that led to flash floods 
and landslides. The southern Balochistan coastal 
district of Gwadar was the worst-affected area. Over 

500 homes were damaged or destroyed, and over
2,478 families (2,478 Families Hit by Rains, Floods in 
Gwadar, 2022) (or about 6.5% of the population of 
Gwadar Province) were impacted by the floods in 41 
villages within the Gwadar district (ACAPS Briefing 
Note: Pakistan Floods | ReliefWeb, 2022). China 
Overseas Port Holding Company distributed the 
edible items to 

flood-affected families but did not take action or 
announced any projects for the rehabilitation of the 
affected ones.

Pakistan pinned its hopes on CPEC to uplift 
communities with the lowest human capital indices. 
Improved living conditions along the CPEC route, 
particularly in Balochistan, may be brought about via 
regional connectivity, information network 
infrastructure, energy cooperation, establishment of 
industry and industrial parks, and financial services. 
This will allow for greater productivity, sustainable 
livelihoods, and access to contemporary 
technologies and basic services. By incorporating 
the excluded, the disenfranchised, and the secluded 
in CPEC, the goal of strengthening the Federation 
could be advanced.

However, the CPEC has only entrenched the already 
existing sense of disposition amongst the locals. The 
lease of Gwadar port to a Chinese company followed 
by the predatory commercial practices has only 
exacerbated the sentiment of the locals. China's 
projects have not produced as many local jobs 
asanticipated. Additionally, the fish reserves that 
many Baloch people depend on for their livelihood 
have been depleted by Chinese trawlers. Tens of 
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The screenshots above are taken from CPEC’s official 
website of the CPEC Authority and the data under 
‘Jobs Created’ and ‘Local Jobs Created’ is often 
skewed. It is imperative to note that CPEC Authority 
had a controversial standing as it added another 
bureaucratic layer and was headed by an ex-military 
person whose corruption scandals were also made 
public (Noorani, 2020). Considering that, the 
recommendation to disband the authority was 
presented to Prime Minister Shahbaz Sharif who also 
gave a nod for approval. Yet, the implementation of 
the decision was made conditional to Chinese 
consent (Jamal, 2022) and the status of the 
authority is still unclear.

As per the projection the upgradation and 
dualization of the Peshawar to Karachi Rail Line, also 
known as ML-1 which comes under the CPEC 
portfolio, alone aimed to create 174,000 direct jobs 
for unemployed Pakistani youth. As recent as of 
October 2022, Chinese Foreign Ministry 
Spokesperson, Mao Ning did not comment 
conclusively on the report which stated that the 
energy projects completed under CPEC have 
generated more than 46,000 in Pakistan so far 
(People’s Republic of China, 2022). Nevertheless, not 
all the projects listed on the CPEC Authority website 
give out the number of jobs created. Additionally, 
there is little information available regarding the 
types of jobs that will be produced, the skill levels 
required, or the length of time that these 
opportunities will be available.

5.4.   The Implications of Free-Flowing Chinese 
Goods to Pakistan’s Economy
Amongst the most popular narrative, CPEC is 

conceptualized as a saving grace of Pakistan’s 
dilapidating socioeconomic condition. In retrospect, 
it is hard not to ignore the fact that the influx of
cheap Chinese goods in Pakistan negatively affected 
the local industries (Mangi, 2017) and the possibility 
of closing down of businesses cannot be ignored 
which also accounted for many being jobless. The 
fear became real in the context of Pakistan’s 
economy when the disproportionate Free Trade 
Agreement (FTA) was signed with China. The Chinese 
Government provided access to low-cost finance 
among other benefits, as well as subsidies for a 
number of utilities for their exporters. Their market 
size is unparalleled in Pakistan. In addition, Chinese 
officials erected unnecessary non-tariff barriers to 
ensure that our exporters did not receive the 
intended benefit. Therefore, over time, locals in 
Pakistan began importing goods from China at a 
lower cost for anything that could or would have 
been easily manufactured in Pakistan (Maniya, 2021).

A quick snapshot of how Pakistan’s currency 
depreciated as a result of the growing import bills 
and balance of payment shows the implications of 
the second phase of FTA which came into effect on 
January 1, 2020, after the Statuary Regulatory 
Orders (SRO) from Federal Board of Revenue (FBR) 
of Pakistan. The first FTA which was signed with 
China took place in 2006. The SRO allowed waiving 
customs charges on 3,251 tariff lines affecting 6,786 
commodities imported from China (Finance Division,
2021). Before the FTA, Pakistan's exports were worth 
USD 256 million in FY 2004, USD 282 million in FY 
2005, and USD 412 million in FY 2006, growing by 
33%, 10%, and 46%, respectively. The simultaneous 
imports totalled USD 1.1 billion for FY 2004, USD 1.5 
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billion for FY 2005, and USD 2.0 billion for FY 2006, 

representing growth rates of 19%, 33%, and 31%, 

respectively. Following the FTA in 2006, Pakistan 

had a 32% increase in exports to USD 547 million in 

FY 2007, while imports at USD 2.3 billion increased 

by 15.4%. While our exports did not grow 

significantly after FY 2007, we witnessed a free-for-

all in the imports from China. In the period from FY 

2003 to FY 2006, the trade deficit between the two 

nations increased by 109%; but, in the years 

following the FTA, from FY 2007 to FY 2021, it 

increased by an astounding 535%. This also caused 

the significant currency depreciation that followed 

(International Trade & Finance Section, 2020).

The influx of cheap imports from China might have 

some adverse effects, mainly on domestic 

manufacturing sector. The local Small and Medium 

Enterprises (SME) have been afraid to lose ground in 

the domestic market.

The load on Pakistan's imports has increased 

dramatically since the CPEC has substantially 

materialized, contrary to expectations that it would. 

As the remaining CPEC projects begin to take shape, 

more imports are anticipated (Kamal and Hussain, 

2017). Pakistan's import bill has gone up as a result 

of transferring imports from other nations to China 

because of decreased tariffs, an increase in demand 

for cheap imported raw materials (Finance Division, 

2021), and a strong desire for inexpensive Chinese 

goods. Because of this unsustainable practice, the 

local population is under tremendous pressure.

The import statistics supplied by the State Bank 
show that Pakistan's local SMEs have also 
suffered. According to the data, Pakistan imports 
finished consumer goods from China because of 
China's lower costs of production. At the expense 
of more imports, Pakistani importers maintain 
expanding their margins. This reality is further 
supported by the absence of local alternatives in 
the marketplace. The State Bank noted in its 
annual report on Pakistan-China trade a few years 
ago (Kamal and Hussain, 2017) that

local chipboard, plywood, electrical and medical 
equipment, and ceramics industries have all 
suffered significantly as a result of cheap imports 
from China. This is also evident from the State 
Bank's trade data.

The Pakistani business community heavily relies 
on a non-innovative export strategy, which has 
prevented Pakistan from realising the potential of 
China's export market. Another significant reason 
for the decline in demand for Pakistani goods is 
the recent slump in China's economy. The SBP 
claims that despite having larger export potential, 
Chinese products did not grant any concessions to 
Pakistani products. Dried fruit exports from 
Pakistan were subject to a 25% duty, semi-milled 
rice to a 65% tariff, shoes to a 24% tariff, and 
clothing to a 16% tariff. The inclusion of telephone 
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sets, electronic items, and raw materials in China's 

tariff removal list for Pakistan inhibits the 

development of these businesses in Pakistan 

(Pakistan Bureau of Statistics, 2021).

5.5.   Climate, Coal & CPEC: A case of 

environmental implications

 

CPEC is all about energy and infrastructure and 

they both are a threat to the environment. From 

cutting down trees to facilitating the mobility of 

heavy traffic; from coal-fired power plants to water-

intensive projects, CPEC impacts the climate change 

vulnerabilities in Pakistan which directly impact the 

lives and livelihoods. With 10,000 fatalities from 

climate-related disasters and financial losses of 

approximately $4 billion from 173 extreme weather 

events, Pakistan has constantly rated among the top 

10 most susceptible nations over the past 20 years, 

according to the Climate Risk Index.

These issues run the risk of igniting climate-related 

conflict over scarce resources, including water, that 

has resulted from climate change impacts (Siddiqui, 

2022). The nation is confronted with numerous 

effects of climate change, including floods, droughts, 

heat waves, and diseases, impacting food scarcity 

which will result in poverty and hunger (Nabi et al, 

2019).

Environmental Impact Assessment (EIA) has been 

disregarded in the construction of CPEC projects, in 

contrast to stricter regulations being applied to 
environmental aspects in the implementation of 
development projects. According to recent studies, 
the CPEC investments will directly harm Pakistan's 
water, air, and ecology (Huang et al,2016).

Pakistan has tried to use coal-based energy 
generation to fulfil its rising energy needs and has 
received financing for coal-fired power stations 
under BRI from China (Cookman and Wilder, 2013). 
Since major international financial institutions began 
to forbid investment in coal-based energy 
generation, China's policies and actions regarding 
the financing of coal-fired power stations abroad 
have drawn considerable attention. It is commonly
known that China does not explicitly impose 
limitations on funding coal projects abroad. In 2013, 
Pakistan had a 5000 MW energy shortfall (IEA). 
There was uniform grid coverage, and about 80% of 
people had access to electricity. The manufacturing 
industry was severely impacted by the energy crisis.

As CPEC started executing, China's preference to 
support energy infrastructure through the BRI and 
Pakistan's ongoing concerns about the need to 
address its energy shortages were both reflected in 
the project's heavy emphasis on energy (Ahmed et 
al. 2019). The most significant factors that influenced
the choice of energy technology during Pakistani 
policymakers' deliberations on the composition of 
the CPEC's energy portfolio included the availability 
of energy resources, the nation's lack of experience 
with utility-scale renewables, a desire to scale up 
energy production, the economic competitiveness of 
coal versus renewables, and the availability of 
Chinese public finance to support coal-fired power 
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plants (Bhandary and Gallagher, 2022).

Source: Bhandary and Gallagher
 
Given the above-explained cost differences, it is 
clear that the government supported coal-fired 
power facilities on purpose. As can be seen in Table 1 
above, the government also allowed domestically 
mined coal to be used in coal-fired power plants with 
a return on equity that could reach 34.49%. For solar 
and wind energy, the permitted return on equity was 
roughly 17%. In other words, when we look at the 
package of incentives provided to pursue coal-fired

power facilities, the government's preferences 
become very evident. However, the social costs are 
not taken into account in this calculation, and many 
CPEC plants, particularly those that use subcritical 
technology, produce a lot of CO2 (Nazir et al, 2021).

Although Pakistan was successful in attracting 
project developers and financing from Chinese 
institutions, the Pakistani government also provided 
special terms to help Chinese actors limit their risks. 
First, the Pakistani government included a high 
return on equity in the tariff payments made to the 
electricity-producing projects making Chinese and 
local investors earn extremely profitable returns. 
Second, the Pakistani government permits 
developers to submit annual claims for repayment of 
the costs paid to the China Export and Credit 
Insurance Corporation (SINOSURE). To finance 
projects, Chinese policy banks have mandated that 
developers acquire political risk insurance from 
SINOSURE. Third, because the Chinese generally 
offer 10-year repayment terms, the risk of non-
payment is lowered to a shorter time frame, making 
these investments more financially appealing to both 
investors and Chinese policy banks. Finally, the 
government's decision to charge developers a 
security fee has been a source of disagreement 
between power plant developers and the Pakistani 
government. The government claimed that it was  
sending a new army division to the CPEC energy 
projects to guarantee security, but the developers 
have attempted to refute this claim by highlighting 
the government's obligation to do so (Bhandary and 
Gallagher, 2022). Between 2013 and 2020, 
Pakistan's imports of coal surged by about 6 times, 
from less than 3 billion tonnes to nearly 18 billion 
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tonnes now. It accounts for around 2.75% of all 
imports or USD 1.4 billion dollars annually. This 1.4 
billion equates to the price of insulating 1.4 GW of 
solar energy. Therefore, it is important to understand 
its impact on our health and economy (Nazir et al., 
2021).
Even more, emissions are released during the 
chemical processing of coal than during the 
processing of oil or gas. This has a negative effect on 
the environment by increasing Green House Gasses 
(GHG) emissions and global warming. Sulphur 
compounds are abundant in coal and are produced 
during combustion to pollute the air, water, and land. 
The majority of these pollutants are released in 
unregulated power plants. Power plants release CH4 
and N2O, which have CO2-equivalent factors of 21 
and 310 (Radford et al., 2021), respectively. These 
emission rates are twice as high as what is consumed 
in the industrial or transportation sectors.

In addition to coal combustion, coal mining has a 
variety of negative effects on the environment. When 
the pyrite found in sulphide-bearing rocks combines 
with air and water to create sulfuric acid, it becomes 
useless for houses and flows with the water to 
streams where it is combined with domestic storage. 
Further washing of this water into surrounding 
streams and rivers is possible. Furthermore, during 
the mining and transportation processes, coal dust is 
disturbed. This results in the grave and fatal 
respiratory issues. Inactive mines and garbage
accumulations can potentially catch fire from coal. 
Many workers are exposed to high-risk situations 
because the nation relies on coal as an energy 
source. This covers exposure to mercury, fumes, 
gases, UV rays, the hearing loss brought on by loud 

noises, and extended exposure to the mining 
environment. The topography of the region is 
considerably altered by coal mining, which lowers 
the value of neighbouring land until it is reclaimed. 
Residents in the area must leave their agricultural 
grounds, which have been made worthless by 
contaminated flow, and move to other locations. 
Animal husbandry, food and vegetable gardening, 
and other agricultural pursuits are also halted 
(Zhang et al., 2020). Together, the aforementioned 
factors result in a loss of 9.36 cents/kWh to 26.8 
cents/kWh, with the public health burden accounting 
for the lion's share of this expense (Radford et al., 
2021).
 
6.  Conclusion
Perceived as a ‘game changer’, CPEC aims to bring 
transformational changes in the country.   However, 
the government on both sides is not bothered to take 
the concerns of the public and civil society into 
account about the socio-economic implications of 
CPEC. As strategic cooperative partners, both 
countries; China and Pakistan are covering each 
other’s shortcomings. It is a requirement that the 
government of Pakistan must consult extensively 
with stakeholders and local communities about the 
potential cost and benefits of CPEC and prepare a 
compensation and resettlement strategy for the 
displaced, whose land has been confiscated and 
those who fell prey to China’s socio-cultural 
diplomacy under the mega project. In addition, it is 
important to note that most of the criticism around 
CPEC is for its imperial tendencies in the realm of 
social, economic and cultural implications. 
Nevertheless, the fundamental freedom and 
socioeconomic well-being of a nation shall not be 
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ignored, under the garb of macro-level development 
of the country. Pakistan reeling through the climate 
carnage of 2022 and being at the epicentre of 
climate change must revisit its policies on CPEC, 
which are affecting climate and livelihoods in equal 
proportions before it reaches the point of no return. 
This situation is creating a lot of uncertainty in the 
country which is affecting Pakistan’s position on the 
geopolitical level. The political and state turmoil of 
2022 Pakistan has already put the country in a 
vulnerable position with its long-term regional and 
global allies, especially the United States of America 
and Pakistan should revisit its standing on CPEC and 
bilateral relationships with China. In short, Pakistan 
needs to count its losses so that a realistic vision 
shall be set for the country to achieve.
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