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This issue brief examines the China-Pakistan Economic Corridor (CPEC) as a social and political process,

not merely an infrastructure project. It argues that while CPEC has improved energy supply, connectivity
and investment prospects, its benefits remain unevenly distributed. The analysis focuses on five dimensions:
regional inequality, debt and transparency, gender, environment, and securitization. It shows that CPEC

has strengthened older patterns of centralized decision-making and uneven development in Pakistan. Regions
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such as Balochistan and Gwadar face displacement, livelihood disruption, environmental stress and limited

participation in planning. Women also remain largely outside CPECS formal economic gains, even as they bear

many of its social costs. The increasing securitization around CPEC has narrowed civic space and increased

mistrust between local communities and the state.

Introduction

The China-Pakistan Economic Corridor (CPEC)
is often described through numbers such as
investment amounts, megawatts (MW) of
electricity produced, kilometers of roads built,
and similar indicators. Data such as these are
emphasized within official communications and
policy debates. Yet they capture only part of
what is unfolding. Beneath these visible gains lies
a deeper transformation of social life in Pakistan.
CPEC is transforming how people work, where

they live, how resources are distributed, and how
new forms of interaction are emerging between
the Pakistani government and its citizens. These
changes are uneven.

As a flagship project of the Belt and Road
Initiative (BRI), CPEC was initiated by both
countries in 2015. At the time of its launch, CPEC
was designed to combine energy generation,
transportation infrastructure, the development
of Gwadar Port, and Special Economic Zones
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(SEZs). The amount of money allocated toward
CPEC initially totaled approximately USD 46
billion and currently is greater than USD 60
billion in planned and committed investments.
For Pakistan, CPEC presented an opportunity
to address several long-term issues, including
persistent energy shortages, underdeveloped
transportation networks, and a lack of investment
in industry. For China, CPEC represents a shorter
and strategically significant corridor connecting
Xinjiang to the Arabian Sea and providing an
alternative route that reduces dependence on sea
lanes that traverse geopolitical choke points.

Within the official discourse surrounding CPEC,
it is framed as transformative.! It is possible to
view CPEC from this perspective. While energy
availability has improved, leading to reductions
in load shedding within select urban centers,
transportation links have been extended, result-
ing in reduced travel times and improvements in
connectivity among large cities.? However, a de-
cade into its implementation, the social picture
is much more complex. Gains resulting from
CPEC are visible, but they are not equally shared
among all regions and populations or social

The outcomes of CPEC
depend upon who receives
benefits and/or faces costs
from developing CPEC-related
infrastructure, how decision-
making authority regarding
CPEC is exercised, and how
the daily life experiences of
local communities evolve

as a result of the project.

groups. While certain locations and groups have
benefited disproportionately from CPEC-related
developments, other regions, communities, and
population segments face challenges associated
with forced displacement, environmental degra-
dation, and unequal access to new opportunities.

This study examines CPECnotjust asan economic
project but as a social process embedded in
Pakistan’s political economy. The outcomes of
CPEC depend upon who receives benefits and/
or faces costs from developing CPEC-related
infrastructure, how decision-making authority
regarding CPEC is exercised, and how the daily
life experiences of local communities evolve as
a result of the project. The analysis is organized
around five interrelated themes: uneven regional
development and disparities, questions of debt
and transparency, the gendered dimensions of
CPEC, the environmental effects of development,
and the intersectionality between CPEC and the
militarization/securitization of everyday life.
Together, these themes demonstrate that CPEC
is not just producing infrastructure and growth,
but also reshaping social relationships, state-
society interactions, and patterns of inclusion and
exclusion. This study draws attention to these
less observable consequences by examining how
development unfolds on the ground and how it is
experienced by different sections of society.

Federalism, Uneven Development, and
the Politics of Distribution

CPEC has revived an old question in Pakistan’s
political economy: who will benefit from the
development, and who will decide? The corridor
was promoted as a national project that would
create common prosperity. However, both
the distribution of CPEC’s benefits and the
institutional arrangements governing CPEC, are
uneven. The result is a pattern in which economic
benefits, political authority, and social costs of
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CPEC are distributed along pre-existing lines
of hierarchy, rather than reflecting a departure
from the status quo.’

At the heart of the debate is the relationship
between federalism and development. Studies
show that the governance structure of CPEC
has been highly centralized. There has been very
little consultation with provincial governments
during the design and implementation phases of
CPEC, and on decisions such as route alignments
and project priorities. The unequal distribution
of CPEC’s benefits is directly linked to the way
the project is managed. This has caused a great
deal of contention in Balochistan and Sindh.*
Political elites in these two provinces claim
that the process has marginalized their interests
and strengthened federal hegemony instead of
fostering cooperative federalism.’

The centralization of governance arrangements
is related to the spatial distribution of benefits.
Most investments have taken place in relatively
developed regions such as Punjab and parts of
Sindh.® Peripheral regions such as Balochistan
and large portions of Khyber Pakhtunkhwa have
experienced relatively low levels of integration
into the main flow of CPEC benefits. At the
same time, they face a number of social and
environmental challenges. This spatial dimension
reflects a general tendency in Pakistan’s historical
development experiences, where growth tends
to take off in centers of established economic
activity rather than redistributing opportunities
across regions.

These trends manifest themselves at the local
level as well. While CPEC creates employment,
increases land prices, and raises the competi-
tiveness of actors who are better connected to
the corridor, for many communities it does not
create sustainable long-term economic change.”
Instead, CPEC often results in unstable or tem-

The governance structure

of CPEC has been highly
centralized. There has been very
little consultation with provincial
governments during the design
and implementation phases

of CPEC, and on decisions

such as route alignments

and project priorities. The
centralization of governance
arrangements is related to the
spatial distribution of benefits.

porary income opportunities. Some refer to the
CPEC as a form of enclave development,® where
modern infrastructure is developed alongside
communities that are disconnected from its po-
tential benefits.” Zones designated for industry
and transportation corridors function like islands
of development. They tend to remain separate
from surrounding communities. Benefits go pri-
marily to individuals who possess capital, skills,
and networks, while local populations have diffi-
culty in accessing these opportunities.

Balochistan provides the clearest example of
these dynamics. The province has historically
experienced political marginalization and conflict
due to dissatisfaction with resource extraction
and lack of local control.'® Thus, CPEC
is perceived by many in Balochistan as a
continuation of a long-established pattern of
exploitation: externally funded investors extract
wealth while locals receive minimal returns
on their resources.!! This perception has been
reinforced by developments in Gwadar, the
flagship site of the corridor.
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Gwadar was expected to develop through
port-based growth and improved connectivity.
However, for many local residents, especially
fishermen and fish traders, CPEC has resulted
in greater disruption than positive transforma-
tion.'? Infrastructure construction under CPEC
has displaced people, restricted access to the sea,
and increased living expenses.'* Reports have
documented forced evictions and the loss of live-
lihoods due to the decline of traditional fishing
and coastal trading practices.'* The influx of out-
side labor and investments into Gwadar has also
transformed the social composition of the city,
creating new forms of inequality and social ten-
sion among residents.

Local communities often feel that they have little
influence over decision-making related to CPEC.
Information tends to flow unidirectionally, and
consultations are often seen as symbolic rather
than substantive. As a result, the developmental
process is experienced by local residents not as

One of the most persistent
domestic criticisms of CPEC

concerns debt and the increasing

economic dependence on
China. Pakistan’s external debt
more than doubled between
2013 and 2021, and liabilities

to Chinese creditors represent
a considerable portion of this
increase. These developments
have raised concerns about
Pakistan'’s fiscal viability and
long-term policy autonomy.

a collaborative effort but as something imposed
upon them from above. A top-down approach
toward development has obvious political impli-
cations. When communities experience displace-
ment, job loss or environmental degradation due
to CPEC without meaningful consultation with
them, they are more likely to perceive the initia-
tive as unfair. Such negative perceptions contrib-
ute to mistrust and unrest particularly when pri-
or grievances exist in the affected area.' Protests
in Gwadar during 2021 and 2022 concerning is-
sues like fishing rights, water scarcity and restric-
tions on movement demonstrate how localized
opposition can expand into larger-scale political
mobilization.'®

The relationship between federalism and regional
underdevelopment is revealed through this larger
dynamic. While CPEC has created an environ-
ment in which issues associated with underdevel-
opment have been highlighted, it did not create
the underlying problems of resource distribution,
regional authority, and center-province power
dynamics. Therefore, the main concern surround-
ing CPEC is not whether economic growth will
occur because of the project. Rather, the primary
concern involves how CPEC-generated economic
growth will be distributed and managed.

Current patterns suggest that individuals
who have certain advantages (such as capital,
connections and/or political influence) are best
positioned to benefit from growth. Conversely,
individuals lacking such advantages are more
likely to perceive economic growth due to CPEC
not as an opportunity but as a threat to their
existing standard of living.

Debt, Dependency and the Issue
of Transparency

One of the most persistent domestic criticisms
of CPEC concerns debt and the increasing
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economic dependence on China. Pakistan’s
external debt more than doubled between 2013
and 2021, and liabilities to Chinese creditors
represent a considerable portion of this increase.
These developments have raised concerns about
Pakistan’s fiscal viability and long-term policy
autonomy. Advocates of the “debt-trap” narrative
cite opaque loan terms, sovereign guarantees,
and the high cost of service payments in the
power sector. They contend that these factors
could put Pakistan under considerable financial
stress for many years and diminish its capability
to negotiate individually with organizations such
as the IME"

A more conservative interpretation, however,
complicates this argument. Studies have noted
that CPEC-related borrowing is only a small
part of Pakistan’s total foreign debt. Structural
weaknesses in  Pakistan’s
including low tax revenues, persistent fiscal
deficits, and underperforming exports—have also
contributed significantly to current debt levels.'®
Therefore, the main issue is not merely the
magnitude of borrowing, but rather the economic
returns generated by that borrowing. The central
question is whether CPEC investments have
expanded Pakistan’s export capacity, enhanced
productivity, and strengthened its manufacturing
base. Without such improvements, even lending
based on concessionary pricing may ultimately
become unsustainable. According to a World
Bank report,
economy, invest heavily in human capital
(education/health), increase female labor force
participation to 45 percent, ensure environmental
sustainability, and strengthen governance in
order to boost productivity.

own economy—

Pakistan must transform its

Lack of transparency compounds the problem.
Most CPEC agreements remain confidential
or have been only partially disclosed to the
public.?® The lack of clarity surrounding the

actual financing terms (interest rates, repayment
timelines, and tax concessions to Chinese
corporations) has fueled speculation about
the nature of these terms. Due to the lack of
full disclosure, public discourse has relied on
fragmented information, thereby exacerbating
distrust. In this context, transparency is not
merely a procedural issue; it shapes how the
entire initiative is perceived within Pakistan and
affects its political legitimacy.

Additionally, the extent of Chinese funding has led
to widespread concern among Pakistanis about
their economic position. Financing provided
through both long-term infrastructure projects
and short-term balance-of-payments assistance
have expanded Beijing’s role in Pakistan’s financial
system. Critics see this as evidence of increased
dependence. However, an estimated 80 percent of
CPEC financing is provided in the form of equity
grants or subsidized loans, while only a smaller
portion adds to Pakistan’s sovereign debt.?! Thus,
although CPEC represents a source of some of
Pakistan’s debt distress, it is representative of
the broader structural problems in Pakistan’s
economy that predate the corridor. Nevertheless,
the scale and visibility of Chinese involvement,
combined with limited transparency, have made
CPEC a focal point for wider concerns about
Pakistan’s economic vulnerability.

Financial risks associated with CPEC are most
apparent in the energy sector. Most CPEC power
projects are funded through Chinese banks and
project company-based arrangements. Although
these structures are intended to limit direct
sovereign liability, Pakistan remains exposed to
significant risks through sovereign guarantees
and long-term payment commitments. These
guarantees assure investors of returns on their
investment; however, they also transfer financial
burdens to the government when inefficiencies in
Pakistan’s power sector remain unaddressed.??
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This is where the political economy of CPEC
becomes most evident. The benefits of these
projects—electricity generation and improved
infrastructure—are immediate and visible. The
financial costs, by contrast, are spread over
several years and ultimately borne by the public
budget. Distribution losses, tariff distortion and
governance gaps continue to plague Pakistan’s
power sector. When additional generating
capacity is created without resolving the
aforementioned structural flaws, the government
bears the cost of electricity production without
ensuring its efficient utilization. As a result,
circular debt increases, placing further pressure
on public finances.?

Therefore, debates on debt, dependency, and
transparency go well beyond CPEC itself.
Rather, they reflect more fundamental questions
regarding Pakistan’s economic governance and
development strategy.

Gendered Aspects of CPEC

Gender remains one of the least visible yet
most important dimensions of CPEC’s social
impact. While much discussion of CPEC focuses
on infrastructure, trade, and macroeconomic
outcomes, its effects on everyday life are mediated
through existing gender relationships and social
structures. In general, women are optimistic
about several aspects of CPEC. For example, they
hope that improved road networks and enhanced
access to markets and educational services will
improve their overall well-being. At the same
time, these hopes are tempered by apprehensions
regarding environmental degradation, personal
security, and whether the economic opportunities
generated by CPEC will be accessible to them
within prevailing social constraints.?*

These tensions are most pronounced in rural
areas, where gender roles tend to be more

Without intentional action by
government entities or other
stakeholders, large-scale
development initiatives tend
to perpetuate existing social
hierarchies. As such, men
are more likely to capture
the direct economic benefits
generated by CPEC, while
women remain engaged in
informal labor or unpaid roles.

rigidly defined. Women perceive CPEC as a real-
world transformational process—not simply a
conceptualized economy. They view CPEC as
impacting their day-to-day routines, mobility,
and social interactions. Improved connectivity
may reduce social isolation and provide more
opportunities for women to participate in markets
and service-sector opportunities. Nevertheless,
the extent to which women benefit from CPEC
depends upon their ability to travel safely,
manage income and interact with institutions
(i.e., schools and businesses) that are generally
dominated by males. Unless these underlying
constraints are addressed, the benefits of CPEC-
related connectivity are likely to be inequitable.?’

CPEC-linked labor markets also reflect this
asymmetry. Official narratives emphasize job
creation and economic opportunities; however,
women are largely relegated to lower-wage, in-
formal, or peripheral positions. Employment op-
portunities associated with construction, trans-
portation, and manufacturing—the sectors that
represent the core of CPEC-related economic
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activity—continue to be almost exclusively male.
Even where opportunities exist for women, their
engagement is constrained by limited access to
training programs, restricted mobility, and con-
cerns regarding workplace safety and security.?

Women’s restricted access to employment op-
portunities is tied to broader decision-making
structures. In many areas impacted by CPEC,
major decisions related to land acquisition, com-
pensation, and local development are negotiated
through male-dominated institutions. Women
are generally excluded from these decision-mak-
ing processes despite having significant interest
in the outcomes. Therefore, they lack the pow-
er to determine how resources are allocated and
how risks are managed at both the household
and community levels.

A less visible but no less critical aspect of the
gendered dimension of CPEC relates to reports
of human trafficking and exploitative marriages
involving young Pakistani women and Chinese
men. This issue has not received much media
attention.”’ Another often-overlooked aspect
is the burden of unpaid labor. In addition to
creating jobs and increasing revenue streams,
large-scale development projects like CPEC often
place an additional burden of responsibility on
women, who continue to provide caregiving
and household services. When families migrate,
when homes are displaced or when individual
livelihoods undergo change due to CPEC-related
economic changes, women are typically expected
to absorb and manage the social implications
of these changes. These responsibilities include
caring for family members, maintaining
household stability, and addressing the social
costs of disruptions. Without supportive policies,
these responsibilities will undoubtedly increase
regardless of whether formal employment
opportunities become available to women.?

Environmental and social risks linked to CPEC
also have gender-specific consequences. Rural
and low-income households headed by females
experience more immediate environmental
impacts as a result of reduced access to clean
water, poor air quality, and diminished access to
shared resources. The environmental challenges
associated with CPEC lead to increased hours
spent collecting water or fuel, greater health
risks and decreased time devoted to education or
generating income. Consequently, environmental
pressure tends to exacerbate pre-existing gender
inequalities rather than uniformly impacting all
social groups.”

At the same time, there are indicators that CPEC
can create space for positive change. Improved
infrastructure, increased connectivity, and
exposure to new forms of economic activity can
contribute to gradual shifts in social expectations
and gender norms. Younger women specifically
identify CPEC as a mechanism for increased
involvement in education and the economy.
Again, however, such changes remain uneven
and depend heavily on local context, institutional
support, and the existence of enabling policies.

Ultimately, the key point is that gender outcomes
are not predetermined. Without intentional ac-
tion by government entities or other stakehold-
ers, large-scale development initiatives tend to
perpetuate existing social hierarchies. As such,
men are more likely to capture the direct eco-
nomic benefits generated by CPEC, while wom-
en remain engaged in informal labor or unpaid
roles. Addressing this disparity requires specific,
targeted policies such as skills training for wom-
en, affordable transportation, child care support,
and greater female participation in local deci-
sion-making processes.

Thus, the gendered dimension of CPEC presents
an overarching problem in development policy.
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Development projects can generate economic op-
portunities; however, they cannot independently
transform embedded social relations. Without
explicit consideration of gender differences and
needs, CPEC may only serve to reinforce the very
inequalities it has the capacity to mitigate. The
question is not whether CPEC affects women;
rather, it is whether the project can be developed
in ways that make those effects more equitable
and inclusive.

Environment and Regional Inequality

The relationship between the environment and
social inequality within the context of CPEC is
complex. The negative impacts of environmen-
tal degradation, including pollution, land-use
change, and resource depletion, are not just envi-
ronmental concerns; they directly affect peoples’
lives, livelihoods and well-being.>* Furthermore,

Research is increasingly
showing gaps in environmental
governance frameworks
surrounding CPEC.
Environmental impact
assessments are often treated
as procedural requirements;
however, their quality, follow-
up and enforcement remain
uneven. Affected communities
also have limited access

to information and few
meaningful opportunities to
participate in decision-making.

these concerns exacerbate health disparities and
create inequality within regions. For example,
coal-fired power plants create environmental
degradation such as air and soil pollution and
community health concerns for those living near-
by. Workers employed by the power plants face
a direct trade-off: although the employment pro-
vides income, the exposure to pollutants creates
health-related challenges.

This is particularly evident in Pakistan’s
Thar region. There, coal mining and related
infrastructure development have generated
significant conflict over land acquisitions, forced
relocations and concerns over air and water
quality. Although researchers differ in their
estimates of the scale of potential harm, studies
modeling the effects of large-scale coal production
generally agree that increased pollution exposure
is likely to result in heightened public-health
risks.3!

In Gwadar, the relationship between environ-
mental change and social welfare is equally ap-
parent. Water scarcity and declining fish stock
have directly impacted the daily lives of people
in the area. While desalination plants could al-
leviate some of the water shortages, they do not
provide an answer to the many problems experi-
enced by fishing communities due to port expan-
sion and restricted access to coastal systems.*?

These environmental factors exacerbate pre-ex-
isting regional inequalities caused by the unequal
distribution of CPEC projects. According to gov-
ernment documents, energy and infrastructure
projects are mainly located in Punjab and Sindh
provinces and fewer projects were initiated and/
or completed in Balochistan and Khyber Pakh-
tunkhwa.? The consequences of this unequal
distribution can be observed throughout each
province. Although Gwadar in Balochistan has
received significant amounts of funding for in-
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frastructure development, local residents state
that there have been numerous disruptions to
their fishing activities, land disputes, unemploy-
ment and underemployment among Gwadar’s
population, and inadequate job creation and
skills training.

In contrast, Sindh has had numerous energy
projects since the beginning phases of CPEC.
The province has experienced rapid economic
growth through industrialization and logistical
development. However, these gains have
been accompanied by forced relocations
(resettlements), environmental degradation (coal
producing areas), and uneven accessibility to
benefits, especially in regards to health. The full
extent of these environmental impacts remains
difficult to assess because systematic data
regarding pollution across all project sites still
not fully available.

Similar to Sindh, Punjab has received substantial-
ly greater investment in infrastructure develop-
ment than Khyber Pakhtunkhwa or Gilgit-Baltis-
tan. Despite receiving more financial support,
Punjab still faces challenges similar to Sindh in
terms of job creation and access to project relat-
ed benefits. Large-scale urban projects have also
led to displaced populations and localized envi-
ronmental concerns.

CPEC has provided improved connectivity and
digital infrastructure in Gilgit-Baltistan. How-
ever, these improvements have introduced new
environmental vulnerabilities and climate related
risks. Increased tourism, migration and land use
changes have transformed the local economy.
Additionally, increased militarization of border
areas has impacted mobility and accessibility for
locals. Much of the available literature is based
on small-scale case studies, making it difficult to
build a comprehensive region-wide picture of
CPEC’s social and environmental effects in Gilg-

it-Baltistan.>* Environmental stress is not evenly
distributed. It tends to affect most severely those
communities with the fewest resources to adapt.
Farmers dealing with soil degradation or water
shortages, and low-income households living
near highways or industrial zones, experience
these changes as immediate threats. The risks
include respiratory illness, unsafe water, and the
loss of productive land. Even where economic
benefits are acknowledged, concerns about long-
term sustainability remain strong.’

Research is increasingly showing gaps in envi-
ronmental governance frameworks surrounding
CPEC. Environmental impact assessments are
often treated as procedural requirements; how-
ever, their quality, follow-up and enforcement
remain uneven. Affected communities also have
limited access to information and few meaning-
ful opportunities to participate in decision-mak-
ing. Policy frameworks linking infrastructure
development with climate and environmental
safeguards remain fragmented, even though Pa-
kistan has adopted national climate policies and
international climate commitments. As a result,
accountability mechanisms remain weak, and
mitigation efforts vary considerably across proj-
ects and regions.>®

Collectively these trends indicate that CPEC’s
socio-economic impacts cannot be dissociated
from either its ecological footprint or its un-
even spatial distribution. Infrastructure-driven
development has produced obvious increases in
economic activity; however it has also revealed
underlying inequalities in governance systems as
well as environmental risks faced by local com-
munities. The challenge is not only to manage
environmental risk but also to ensure that devel-
opment benefits are more evenly distributed and
that local communities are not left to bear dis-
proportionate costs.
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Security of CPEC and Securitizing
Everyday Life

CPEC has significantly reshaped Pakistan’s se-
curity environment. The corridor is treated as a
high-value strategic asset. As a result, the state
has expanded its security apparatus, including
the creation of dedicated forces to protect infra-
structure and foreign personnel. This growing
security presence is not limited to strategic sites.
Increasingly, this expanding security apparatus
is becoming an integral component of everyday
life, especially in locations directly affected by
CPEC projects.

For local communities, securitization is experi-
enced in routine and visible practices. Check-
points, surveillance, and restrictions on move-
ment have become regular features of citizens’
interactions with the state.?” In certain areas, the
restrictions placed upon mobility have caused
changes to patterns of resource access.

For example, in Gwadar, the installation of
fences and controlled zones has denied coastal
communities access to the sea, directly affecting
fishing communities. These daily intrusions have
generated frustration, particularly in areas where
CPEC related financial benefits have yet to be re-
alized or have been inequitably shared.?

These tensions are not new. Rather, they are
closely tied to longer-standing political and
economic grievances, especially in Balochistan.
Large-scale development projects often intensify
conflict if local populations are excluded from
benefits. Protest movements in Gwadar reflect
this trend. Local residents have mobilized around
immediate and practical issues such as illegal
trawling, shortages of water and electricity, lack
of employment opportunities, and restrictions
created by security arrangements. These protests
are not simply reactions to development; they
represent attempts to assert local priorities

CPEC is treated as a high-value
strategic asset. As a result, the
state has expanded its security
apparatus, including the
creation of dedicated forces

to protect infrastructure and
foreign personnel. For local
communities, securitization

is experienced in routine and
visible practices. Checkpoints,
surveillance, and restrictions
on movement have become
regular features of citizens’
interactions with the state.

against a development model seen as imposed
from above.

Despite these local concerns, the dominant
state response has largely been shaped by secu-
rity thinking. The Pakistani government views
CPEC as a target for militant groups, including
Baloch separatist organizations and, to a lesser
extent, the Pakistani Taliban. In response, it has
built a substantial security structure around the
corridor. This includes the Special Security Divi-
sion, which consists of around 15,000 personnel
drawn from the army and paramilitary forces.
Repeated attacks targeting Chinese nationals
and project sites in recent years has reinforced
this security-first approach and strengthened the
perception that protection of the corridor must
take priority.?’

That said, this type of response has significant
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implications for governance. One central issue
revolves around how official narratives link de-
velopment and security. When criticisms directed
at CPEC projects are framed as threats to nation-
al security, they reduce the space available for
citizen participation. Citizens experience diffi-
culty articulating legitimate complaints without
being perceived as suspicious. This establishes
a self-sustaining cycle. Limited opportunity for
participation fosters resentment. Resentment
increases the probability of unrest. The risk of
unrest is subsequently used to justify addition-
al securitization. Increased securitization limits
opportunities for participation. Ultimately, this
cycle deepens distrust between citizens and the
Pakistani state.

Examples of this dynamic can be seen in every
day social/economic interactions taking place
along CPEC routes. Residents often report that
routine activities such as travel, trade, and social
interactions require constant negotiations with
security authorities. The presence of security per-
sonnel becomes a normative component of resi-
dents’ lives rather than an exception. Although
intended to promote order, these measures can
generate a sense of control and exclusion. Many
analysts believe that development implemented
through excessive militarization undermines sta-
bility rather than promoting it. Instead of resolv-
ing grievances, development through force can
reinforce them.*

Security concerns also guide state behavior in
ways that raise fundamental questions about civil
rights and accountability. Some analysts suggest
that greater levels of cooperation with China
increases incentives for enhanced control over
sensitive areas such as Balochistan. Reports have
documented allegations of heavy-handed security
tactics, including enforced disappearance and the
treatment of dissent as a security threat. Such
actions may achieve short term control, they can

also increase alienation among local populations.
Over the long term, this risks institutionalizing a
model of development based on coercion rather
than democratic participatory mechanisms.

Concurrently, continued attacks against Chinese
nationals and CPEC-related infrastructure has
produced additional pressure from Beijing.
Chinese officials have repeatedly urged the
Pakistani government to enhance protections for
Chinese nationals and investors.*! This has only
reinforced the existing security-orientation policy
in Pakistan. However, there exists a debate within
Pakistan whether this orientation can resolve the
underlying causes of conflict. The fundamental
question remains unanswered. While military
action may provide temporary protection, long-
term stability will depend on resolving political
grievances, providing equitable benefit sharing,
and establishing legitimate space for meaningful
community participation.

In this sense, the securitization of CPEC is not
only about protecting infrastructure. It is about
how development is governed and experienced by
affected populations. The challenge for Pakistan
is not simply to secure the corridor, but to ensure
that the process of securing it does not deepen
the very tensions it seeks to manage.

Conclusion

What emerges from this study is a consistent pat-
tern. The central question regarding CPEC is no
longer merely if it creates growth. Rather, it is
how that growth is organized; who makes the
decisions regarding the organization and con-
trol of that growth; and who receives the bene-
fits from it? As demonstrated in each of the five
dimensions discussed above, the evidence points
toward a centralized model of development,
characterized by unequal distribution and low
levels of participation.
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CPEC has to be understood not only as a collec-
tion of roads, ports, power plants and industri-
al zones. It is also a social and political process
that is reshaping Pakistan’s internal balance of
power, patterns of development and relations
between the state and local communities. CPEC
has not broken with Pakistan’s older patterns of
uneven development. In many ways, it has re-
produced them. Punjab and parts of Sindh have
gained more from infrastructure and energy
projects, while Balochistan, Gwadar, Khyber Pa-
khtunkhwa and Gilgit-Baltistan continue to raise
concerns about exclusion, displacement, envi-
ronmental stress and limited participation.

The debate surrounding debt and transparency
reveals a similar dynamic. CPEC is not the only
cause of Pakistan’s economic difficulties. Fiscal
weakness, low tax base, energy sector losses
and poor export performance are long-stand-
ing structural problems. Still, the secrecy around
CPEC agreements, repayment obligations, sov-
ereign guarantees and power-sector liabilities
has weakened public trust. Transparency is not
a technical matter alone; it is central to political

CPEC demonstrates how
infrastructure corridors are
simultaneously projects

of economic development,
state-building, and territorial
governance. The project’s long-
term significance lies not only
in the infrastructure it builds but
also in the institutions, power
relations, and development
patterns it reinforces.

legitimacy. Without greater disclosure and pub-
lic accountability, doubts about dependency on
China will continue to shape domestic percep-
tions of the corridor.

The gendered effects of CPEC also show that
infrastructure by itself does not create inclu-
sion. Women may benefit indirectly from im-
proved roads, markets and services. But without
safe transport, skills training, childcare, work-
place protection and participation in local deci-
sion-making, they will remain outside the main
economic gains of the corridor. In such a situa-
tion, CPEC may increase the burden on women
rather than expand their choices. A gender-sen-
sitive approach is therefore not an optional add-
on; it is necessary if CPEC is to produce wider
social benefits.

Environmental concerns raise another serious
challenge. Coal-based energy projects, land-use
changes, water scarcity, pollution, fisheries de-
pletion and climate pressures are already affect-
ing vulnerable communities. These costs are not
spread evenly. They fall most heavily on those
with the least capacity to adapt. Farmers, fish-
ing communities, low-income households and
people living near industrial or transport sites
face the most direct risks. Weak environmental
impact assessments and limited involvement of
affected communities make this problem worse.

The securitization of CPEC presents a particu-
larly difficult paradox. The corridor does face
real security threats. Chinese nationals, infra-
structure sites and transport routes have been
attacked. Pakistan has responded by expanding
security arrangements around CPEC. But when
development is governed mainly through check-
points, surveillance, fencing and restrictions, it
can deepen rather than alleviate mistrust. Secu-
rity may protect infrastructure in the short term,
but it cannot produce consent.
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Taken together, these dynamics indicate that
CPEC is as much about governing as it is about
growth. CPEC demonstrates how infrastructure
corridors are simultaneously projects of econom-
ic development, state-building, and territorial
governance. The project’s long-term significance
lies not only in the infrastructure it builds but also
in the institutions, power relations, and devel-
opment patterns it reinforces. Without reforms
aimed at improving participation, transparency,
accountability, and the equitable distribution
of benefits, CPEC may exacerbate the same in-
equalities it is intended to reduce. While short
term gains may be achieved, long-term stability
and sustainability will likely remain uncertain.
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