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Executive Summary
BRI has had multiple impacts ranging from the geopolitical to the geo-
economic in South Asian countries. The high volume of networked 
connectivity being experienced by South Asian countries and various 
infrastructure projects coming up through the BRI has had some thought-
provoking implications. The massive BRI investment in Bangladesh, Pakistan 
and Sri Lanka has affected countries’ fundamental freedom and socio-
economic development. The several projects under the BRI spread out nation-

-wide in Bangladesh, these projects are 
surrounded by concerns relating to the 
impacts on their stakeholders. The 
sheer lack of environmental and social 
impact assessments conducted in most 
of these projects under BRI indicate the 
loopholes facilitating unscrupulous 
activities. Despite the Corruption 
Perception Index (CPI) listing 
Bangladesh as one of the most corrupt 
countries in the public sector, most of 
the BRI projects have been nationalized

Almost no years down the 
lane, CPEC is being 
implemented at the cost 
of soft loans and 
numerous human rights 
violations, including civil 
and political and socio-
economic. It has yet to 
deliver results while the 
transparency and 
accountability pose a 
huge question mark to 
the BRI bold and broad 
claims of socio-economic 
development in the 
region.
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or bestowed to pro-government private entities. With the passage of time, 
corruption allegations have emerged in relation to some of the large-scale 
projects alongside a train of transgression against democracy. Also, several 
other fundamental freedoms such as, labour rights and land rights have been 
constantly under attack merely to accomplish the rapacious aim of so-called 
development whilst affected communities remain completely disregarded.

Similarly, there are concerns about socio-economic and environmental 
adverse impacts due to the national BRI projects in Sri Lanka along with 
fundamental freedoms.  Besides growing fears that China has duped Sri Lanka 
into a debt trap, locals there have been struggling with daily power cuts and 
shortages of basics such as fuel, food and medicines. Protests started in the 
capital, Colombo, in April 2022 and spread across the country. Sri Lanka has 
been unable to buy the goods it needs from abroad and it failed to make an 
interest payment on its foreign debt for the first time in its history. Inflation is 
running at more than 50%. The causes for the economic crisis are many and 
China has been criticised regularly in recent years for being at least partially 
responsible for Sri Lanka’s ballooning external debt and for the predatory 
behaviour that has followed such as its 99-year lease over the port of 
Hambantota and thousands of acres of agricultural land around it. Amid 
economic crisis, China has provided over USD 73 million of aid and recently 
sent a large shipment of rice but for inexplicable reasons did not provide the 
large-scale monetary assistance sought by the Rajapaksas and their pleas to 
reschedule Chinese loans were also turned down. China has invested large 
amount of money to develop infrastructures in Sri Lanka under the BRI that 
posed both opportunities and challenges for a country which is in a deep 
economic and debt crisis.
Furthermore, there is an extensive portrayal and strong narrative which has 
been pushed over the years of the strategic cooperative partnership between
China and Pakistan. Pakistan is providing all favourable circumstances on its 
land and sea to its all-weather friend, especially under the China Pakistan 
Economic Corridor (CPEC), a flagship project of BRI.
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1.  Introduction

The Belt and Road Initiative (BRI), 
launched in 2013, is a gigantic 
infrastructure, trade, and connectivity 
project, stretching beyond Eurasia and 
Southeast Asia. There are contrasting 
views and analyses pertaining to BRI. 
Some viewed BRI is China’s attempt to 
gain political leverage over its neighbors 
while others argued that BRI is largely 
motivated by China’s pressing economic 
concerns. From global lens, the Chinese 
initiative is largely perceived with 
suspicion in the United States (US) and 
its major allies as a predatory and 
opaque. At regional level, the initiative 
has stirred up opposition in some 
countries involved in Belt and Road that 
have taken on high levels of debt. 
However, to assess either BRI is a fiasco 
or proving prolific mainly in South Asia, it 
is important to see whether the recipient 
countries view the BRI as a positive 
Chinese initiative that brings significant 
socio-economic benefits and ensures the 
fundamental freedoms. This report, with   
a mix of qualitative approaches, features 

the gravity of socio-economic 
implications and fundamental freedoms 
under the BRI in three South Asian 
countries i.e. Bangladesh, Pakistan, and 
Sri Lanka.
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2.  Synthesis of major 
findings of BRI national 
projects and its 
implications

The prominent Chinese-funded mega 
projects in South Asian countries have 
sparked concerns and controversies, 
mainly regarding the accumulating debts 
as a massive con against the pros being 
the exaggerated projection of socio-
economic development. Though the 
economic discussions take precedence, 
the violations of human rights and 
fundamental freedoms are often 
overlooked. This report underlined that 
large-scale projects in some countries 
such as Bangladesh, Pakistan and Sri 
Lanka, where there is an apparent lack of 
fair administration and transparency, 
have attached indirect and direct effects 
of human rights violation and declining 
freedoms.



2.1.  The case of Bangladesh
In case of Bangladesh, BRI led projects could not keep up the promise of 
uplifting socio-economic status and respect for fundamental rights. BRI linked 
projects have often witnessed the activation of a stream of human rights 
abuses. The fundamental freedoms shrank with concealed human rights 
abuses and circumvent the accountability. The Banshkhali coal power plant 
marked the lack of social and environmental impact assessments, violations 
of environmental rights and land rights, which prompted widespread 
protests, clashes and even the death of at least 10 protestors. The fatalities of 
protestors mark a blatant suppression of fundamental freedoms, especially 
their labour rights, peaceful assembly, and free speech rights. The local 
protestor’s demand for the payment of due wages among other issues were 
met with the loss of their lives. The freedom of expression was zipped with 
the assertion of Digital Security Act 2018 that bars the criticism of BRI 
projects. Police charged a local for criticizing the socio-economic and 
environmental impact of Banshkhali coal power project on social media. 
Various reports noted that the environmental impact assessment of aforesaid 
coal project contained false information and unlawful omissions regarding 
the air quality. The environmental impact of the coal plant will cause nearly 
30,000 air pollution-related deaths over an operating life of 30 years.

The mega infrastructure project like Padma Rail Link project has witnessed 
corruption and violation of fundamental rights as more than 150 workers of 
the project were attacked during a procession where they were protesting 
against delayed payments in 2020. The unconstitutional attack was a clear 
breach of the right to freedom of assembly and infringement of Article 37 of 
the Constitution of Bangladesh, and several other pertinent international 
treaties such as International Covenant on Civil and Political Rights (ICCPR) 
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and International Covenant on Economic, Social and Cultural Rights (ICESCR) 
that guarantee freedom of assembly and peaceful protests. The case of attack 
on over 150 workers lacked the accountability and any prompt investigation. 
Despite promoting freedom and ease of movement, the BRI led Karnaphuli 
Multi-Channel Tunnel project had flawed traffic management system. The 
waste water treatment project Dasher Kandi Sewerage Treatment plant was 
also of no advantage to locals. Besides that, BRI backed Payra port has drawn 
comparisons to the development of the Hambantota port in Sri Lanka and the 
Gwadar Port in Pakistan. It is being said that just as Sri Lanka and Pakistan 
defaulted on their extensive loans to China, thus losing sovereign control, 
Bangladesh may be led to the same outcome by being grappled under China’s 
debt trap. The rising cost and delay in the Payra port development would have 
negative impacts on the economic growth of the host country. It is important 
to note that if Bangladesh is unable to repay the heavy Chinese debts that it 
has taken, then its economy will plunge further into trade deficits - potentially 
placing its people under further socio-economic insecurity.

2.2.  The case of Sri Lanka
Situation in Sri Lanka pertaining to the impact of BRI linked projects is not 
different. More or less, it presents the same bleak picture when it comes to 
the fundamental freedoms, social and economic development. The energy 
projects like Lakvijaya Coal Power Plant in Norocholai received objections 
from environmental and civil society groups. The coal power plants have been 
found to be a source of environmental and health risks. Poor pollution-control 
systems lack of the implementation of environmental protection principles 
has an impact on the local farmers and fisherman. Fish stocks have decreased 
as a result, which has had an impact on their enterprises. The power plant
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lacked adequate mechanisms to regulate the pollution, and during windy 
seasons, the local residents were bound to move to the adjacent 
communities. Apart from environmental impact, financial crimes and 
corruption surrounds this energy project in Norocholai.

Considering the impact of infrastructure development projects in the country, 
the 99 years lease agreement of Hambantota port is one of the most vivid 
examples of China’s ambitious use of loans and aid to gain influence around 
the world. As per the lease agreement, a significant portion of the operations
in the port will be handled by China Merchant Port Company, thus a large 
portion of the profit, if any, will be earned by China Merchant Port. The 
Hambantota port lease agreement with China upset locals when the 
authorities have identified the areas that have to be vacated for the Chinese 
to settle their workers. The resettled families were compensated at low rates 
and relocated to an area with low-quality basic infrastructure. It further 
caused social unrest. The local trade unions organised protests and a hunger 
strike after more than 430 workers lost their jobs. It is also reported that 
impact assessments of this project failed to adequately consider potential 
environmental harms. Moreover, the similar concerns like environmental 
degradation, traffic problems, land acquisition and relocation of locals have 
been reported under the execution of Central Expressway. Concerns were 
repeatedly expressed over the environment's irreparable harm brought on by 
the Central Expressway's continued construction. Locals have experienced 
drinking water shortage, a problem that has never occurred before in the 
area. It is reported that the expressway requires relocation of families and 
institutions directly affected by the acquisition of lands for the main road and 
all the proposed interchanges. People affected by relocation have uncertainty 
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in their quality of life, ability to develop their lands, future settlement and 
means of subsistence, ability to educate and care for children and seniors,
and ability to handle unforeseen challenges. In areas where the expressway 
crosses or runs parallel to public or private roads, it could cause traffic 
problems. Despite being envisioned to boost the country's economic 
development, the expressway project has a significant social impact on the 
long-term livelihood and economic activities of the communities.

2.3.  The case of Pakistan
The inception of CPEC was followed by optimistic predictions regarding its 
impact on the social development and economic growth of Pakistan. But this 
mega project, with trivial socio-economic impact, could also not serve the 
purpose in Pakistan. Albeit government has projected broader socio-
economic growth under CPEC, but literature review proves it otherwise. The 
CPEC related projects have contributed to local grievances regarding socio 
economic stability and fundamental human rights. From human rights, trade, 
culture, economy to media silencing, CPEC has affected range of segments in 
Pakistan. Growing numbers of Chinese language institutes in the country is a 
worrisome for a nation who is already struggling with its national language 
(Urdu) and English. The numbers of Chinese restaurants, Chinese goods in 
market and Chinese diaspora are indicative of a shift in local culture and 
values. The controlled and biased media reporting towards CPEC is a clear 
violation of the freedom of speech ensured by Article 19 of the Constitution of 
Pakistan. The media censorship on BRI projects has instigated a war of 
different narratives and accounts of the same project. Moreover, the locals in 
Balochistan, mainly the fishermen, resented the false promises of socio-eco-
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-nomic uplift under Gwadar port development. Local residents of Gwadar 
faced displacement, intimidation and harassment, and crackdowns for being 
vocal about their basic rights. This all happened in violation to the
constitutional fundamental rights. The imprecision of information is observed 
in all areas of CPEC. The status and nature of jobs being provided under CPEC, 
financial structure and the status of promised socio-economic deliverables is 
either blurred or reported under the grab of controlled narrative. The kind of 
jobs, permanency of employment – contractual, sub-contractual or otherwise, 
rights granted to the employees, income details have been missed out. Such 
details are central while trying to assess the totality of CPEC’s impact on the 
socio-economic development in Pakistan. Not all the projects listed on the 
official website of CPEC give out the clear picture of jobs or financing of every 
project. With the influx of cheap imports from China has resulted in suffering 
of domestic manufacturing including Small and Medium Enterprises (SME) in 
the country. The free-flowing Chinese goods have affected local market 
economy.   According to the State Bank’s annual report on Pakistan-China 
trade a few years ago, industries like local chipboard, plywood, electrical and 
medical equipment, and ceramics have all suffered significantly as a result of 
cheap imports from China.

The futile Environmental Impact Assessment (EIA) of CPEC will harm the 
ecosystem promoting pollution in air and water. The government of Pakistan 
has ignored the social and environmental cost of the projects while signing 
the apparently revenue friendly coal-fired projects. Pakistan agreed to use 
coal-based energy generation to fulfil its rising energy demands and has 
received financing for coal-fired power plants from Chinese government 
under the CPEC. The energy consumption of CPEC related project has no
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t been environment friendly and has direct impact on climate change. As a 
result, it has faced frequent effects of climate change, including floods, 
droughts, heat waves, and diseases, impacting food scarcity leading to 
poverty and hunger. Environmental sustainability, energy security, and energy 
equity in the BRI recipients like Bangladesh, Sri Lanka and Pakistan is shallow.

3.  Conclusion
Analysis of BRI projects performance on the three parameters taken i.e. social 
and economic development, and fundamental freedoms demonstrates that 
the projects’ socio-economic impact on Bangladesh, Sri Lanka and Pakistan 
has not been very positive as yet. The economic growth of BRI recipient in 
South Asian region has not been favourable to green growth. The promotion 
of the BRI had generated widespread optimism in developing countries in the 
region, but now that some years have passed, a lot of serious concerns have 
also surfaced. The mere ability to generate jobs under BRI is not sufficient to 
track the socio-economic impact of the employment generating projects. The 
impact that the jobs created in terms of a decent income and favourable 
working conditions with labour rights is essential to apprehend the bigger 
picture that often gets obscured under cold statistics. Hence, the negative 
impact of BRI projects on climate, economy and local society of recipient 
counties has outweighed the positives. Moreover, the prospects for a more 
environmental friendly, socio-economically sustainable approach for BRI 
projects seem bleak considering the opacity China and recipient countries has 
maintained over the years. An open and transparent publication pertaining to 
BRI projects policies and implementation details will curtail the false 
narratives of socio-economic growth and will further promote the sense of 
accountability in the BRI recipient governments.
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(B4A) & 
INNOVATION FOR 
CHANGE (I4C) 
SOUTH ASIA
Bytes for All, Pakistan is a human rights organization 
and a research think tank with a focus on Information 
and Communication Technologies. We promote the 
use of technology for sustainable development, 
democracy and social justice.

The Innovation for Change (I4C) South Asia Hub is 
one of the seven hubs  of the I4C Network; which is a 
global network of people and organizations who 
connect, partner, and learn together to defend and 
strengthen civic space and overcome restrictions to 
our fundamental freedoms of assembly, association, 
and expression.


