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Abstract: 

The China-Pakistan Economic Corridor (CPEC) is China's Belt and Road Initiative (BRI) flagship project that connects 

Kashgar in China with Gwadar in Pakistan. This paper analyses the reasons behind China’s intention to transform 

Pakistan through CPEC as a gateway to the Indian Ocean. By conducting unstructured interviews with experts and 

examining projects under the CPEC and the dynamic interaction between power and space, this paper found that, upon 

its successful completion, the CPEC will serve as a gateway for China in reducing its vulnerabilities in the Indian Ocean 

region. Simultaneously, it is predicted that the CPEC will transform China, a hinterland state, into a resident power in 

the Indian Ocean region, thereby challenging the 'enclosed geopolitical space and strategic nature’ of the Indian Ocean. 

Much has been written on the benefits of CPEC for Pakistan, but there is a very little academic discussion on how it 

strategically benefits China, which is its main financer. Therefore, the study contributes to research on China’s 

geopolitics reorientation in general and the transformation of spaces through economic development for strategic gains 

in particular. 

Keywords: gateway state, Indian Ocean Region, Belt and Road Initiative, China-Pakistan Economic Corridor, Pakistan, 

China. 
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中巴经济走廊：中国通往印度洋地区的门户 

 

 
摘要： 

中巴经济走廊（中巴经济走廊）是中国“一带一路”倡议（一带一路）的旗舰项目，连接中国喀什和巴基斯坦

瓜达尔。本文分析了中国打算通过中巴经济走廊将巴基斯坦转变为通往印度洋的门户的原因。通过对专家的非

结构化访谈和考察中巴经济走廊下的项目以及权力与空间之间的动态互动，本文发现，一旦成功完成，中巴经

济走廊将成为中国减少其在印度洋地区脆弱性的门户。同时，预计中巴经济走廊将把中国这个腹地国家转变为

印度洋地区的常驻大国，从而挑战印度洋的“封闭地缘政治空间和战略性”。关于中巴经济走廊对巴基斯坦的

好处的文章很多，但关于它如何从战略上使作为其主要资助者的中国受益的学术讨论却很少。因此，该研究有

助于研究中国地缘政治的总体重新定位，特别是通过经济发展实现空间转型以获得战略收益。 
 

关键词：门户国家，印度洋地区，一带一路，中巴经济走廊，巴基斯坦，中国。 

 

1. Introduction 
Many of the world's leading economies rely on the 

Indian Ocean Region (IOR) as a trading and energy 

lifeline. China does not have geographical proximity to 

the Indian Ocean but depends on the IOR for its trading 

and energy needs and security considerations (Ward, 

2017). China pays special attention to the IOR, a trading 

passage for its energy imports (Zhu, 2019). Given the 

importance of the IOR and China's lack of overland 

access to the region, this geographical limitation compels 

Beijing to establish its footprints in the region. Given the 

influence of extra-regional power such as the United 

States (US) in the region, China's vested interest in the 

region is vulnerable to threat in times of any conflict. 

Furthermore, Chinese interests have assumed a global 

dimension; therefore, Beijing needs to overcome all the 

potential bottlenecks in the IOR to sustain its economic 

stature. In doing so, the China-Pakistan Economic 

Corridor (CPEC), one of China's flagship projects under 

the larger Belt and Road Initiative (BRI), aims to obtain 

overland access to the IOR, which will transform the 

centuries-old enclosed strategic nature of the Northern 

Indian Ocean. As a result, China will also become a 

resident power in the IOR. 

The CPEC is designed to connect the landlocked 

western Xinjiang province of China with the coastal port 

city of Gwadar in southern Pakistan (Figure 1). During a 

visit to Islamabad, the idea for an economic corridor was 

proposed by Chinese Premier Li Keqiang in May 2013. 

The Prime Minister of Pakistan, Nawaz Sharif, signed a 

Memorandum of Understanding on CPEC on July 5, 

2013. However, according to the former CPEC Project 

Director, Hassan Daud Butt (2016–19), the corridor only 

materialized two years later when the Chinese President, 

Xi Jinping, visited Islamabad in April 2015 (Personal 

communication, 2019). 

 
Figure 1. CPEC and the Indian Ocean (Nadeem, 2018) 

 

2. Background 
This paper focuses on the impact of geographical 

location on strategic relations. The main focus of 

contemporary critical geopolitical theorists, such as 

Dodds (2007), Tuathail and Agnew (1992), was on the 

representational aspect of international power relations 

and discursive construction of geographical space. 

However, the current article has adopted a different angle, 

examining the dynamic interactions between power and 

space as first explored by Cohen (2015). Specifically, the 

article hones in on changes in geographical constraints 

that affect this interaction. Cohen (2015) argues that 

geopolitics is the "analysis of the interaction between, on 

the one hand, geographical settings and perspectives and, 

on the other, political processes. The settings are further 

composed of geographical features, patterns, and the 

multilayered regions they form. On the other hand, the 

political processes include forces that operate at the 

international and domestic levels, whereby the latter 

influences the former. Geographical settings and political 

processes are dynamic and influence each other." Under 

China's gigantic BRI and its proposed overland pathways 

(corridors) through Pakistan and Myanmar, the IOR will 

no longer be an enclosed geopolitical space, especially to 
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Beijing. Therefore, these corridors will change the 

strategic nature of the IOR, and they would also 

potentially turn Pakistan and Myanmar into "gateway" 

territories linking the Eurasian hinterland to the Indian 

Ocean.  

Gateway territories play an important role in 

facilitating the movement of people, goods, and ideas and 

linking different parts of the world. According to Cohen 

(2015), gateway territories are located at key access 

routes, possess highly specialized natural or human 

resources, lack self-sufficiency (depend on other 

countries for trade), and rely on capital flow and technical 

know-how for growth. In this regard, Pakistan is 

strategically located in addition to possessing abundant 

natural resources; however, due to a lack of capital and 

technical know-how, the country is unable to exploit 

these advantages. Therefore, China intervenes, which has 

embarked on a strategy to transform Pakistan into a 

gateway territory via CPEC to secure its interests and 

overland access to the IOR. When CPEC is completed, it 

is expected to provide Pakistan with much-needed 

infrastructure and access to energy needs with Chinese 

funding.  

Pakistan through CPEC plays a key role in China's 

geopolitical ambitions. The CPEC is an important project 

as it allows China to access sea lines of communications 

(SLOCS) in the IOR which connects to financially strong 

economies in Asia. The space between the Indian Ocean 

and the Eurasian hinterland states, such as China, Russia, 

and Central Asia, faces several geographical constraints 

that make them inaccessible to the IOR via land. 

Furthermore, the IOR has restricted maritime access into 

the region. Due to these geographical challenges, the 

Indian Ocean has witnessed the dominant role of extra-

regional strategic actors, such as Portugal in the 15th 

century, Britain in the 19th century, and the United States 

in the late 20th century. These strategic actors have not 

only kept the Indian Ocean as a strategically closed space, 

but they also prevented major Eurasian states, namely 

China and Russia, from access to the IOR (Brewster, 

2017). Imperial Britain, for example, prevented Russian 

attempts to construct a railroad across Persia to Bandar 

Shahpur’s port (now Bandar Khomeini) on the Persian 

Gulf (Kemp & Harkavy, 1997).  

The IOR also contains critical chokepoints like the 

Strait of Hormuz. During times of conflict, such 

chokepoints make oil tankers vulnerable to attack, in 

addition to constant threats of piracy, terrorism, and 

crashes that contribute to catastrophic petroleum spills 

(Metelitsa & Mercer, 2014). Consequently, the state that 

influences and has a vested interest in these chokepoints 

will have strategic benefits. The successful completion of 

the CPEC is a priority in China's foreign policy and 

economic considerations. It will provide China with the 

most direct and shortest land route to the Arabian Sea and 

the Indian Ocean, making it less vulnerable to threats to 

its economic activities in the IOR. 

This article has four parts. The first part discusses 

CPEC investments and projects, while the second 

analyzes China's strategic interests and vulnerabilities in 

the IOR. The third part examines CPEC as a gateway to 

the IOR, while the last part examines challenges related 

to the CPEC and their long-term implications for its main 

financer. 

 

3. The CPEC Project 
The CPEC is a US$46 billion (raised to USD 62 

billion in 2017) project for building a vast network of 

railways, highways, airports, oil and gas pipelines, fiber 

optics and creating multiple economic zones (Ngeow et 

al., 2018). Currently, the CPEC passes through the 

Khunjerab Pass in northern Pakistan, and it is a 3000-

kilometer-long communication and energy infrastructure 

network (Ali, 2016). The investments under CPEC can be 

divided into three broad sectors: the energy sector, which 

receives the lion's share of the investments, followed by 

the infrastructure sector and the building of Gwadar Port. 

Table 1 lists the number of projects in each sector and its 

estimated cost. 

 
Table 1.  Number of Projects and Estimated Cost under CPEC (CPEC 

Authority, 2022) 

Sectors Number of 

Projects 

Estimated Cost (USD Million) 

Energy 21 33,793 

Infrastructure 8 9,784 

Gwadar Port 9 44,401 

Total 38 44,401 

 

4. China’s Strategic Interests in the IOR 
The Chinese economy witnessed remarkable growth at 

nearly 10 percent annually for three decades due to the 

1978 reforms and the country's liberalization policy. 

China has the world's second-largest economy, and its 

interests have assumed global dimensions concerning its 

growing economy. The nation's growth is driven by its 

huge domestic market and increased foreign investments 

and trade. The uninterrupted supply of energy resources 

mainly from external sources, namely the Middle East 

and Africa, is vital in China's impulse to be a global 

leader. China must maintain its economic growth 

momentum to maintain its position as a rising global 

power. To this end, the country has to protect its external 

energy and material resource supply chains, which mainly 

lie beyond its western and southern boundaries. 

Therefore, it is clear that China's engagement in the IOR 

is directly related to its domestic and foreign needs.  

There are a few reasons for this. First, China's growing 

domestic energy demand has made it dependent on oil 

and gas supplies from the Middle East, especially from 

Saudi Arabia and Iran (Kaplan, 2011). Therefore, its 

strategic interests in the IOR are directly connected to the 

protection of SLOCs, particularly its energy transport. 
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The most important SLOCs for China extend from the 

Strait of Hormuz at the southern tip of the Persian Gulf, 

around the Indian subcontinent, to the Bay of Bengal and 

pass through the Straits of Malacca. Equally, the Southern 

African and Suez SLOCs across the Indian Ocean are 

vital for Chinese trade and to secure its energy supplies. 

Therefore, China needs to protect the SLOCs around the 

southern Eurasian Rimland — the eastern coast of Africa 

to the Indonesian archipelago.  

Second, China is vulnerable to chokepoints in the IOR 

as it has very few entry points, and the vast distance 

between them makes the ocean largely enclosed. Hence, 

competition among great powers for the control of entry 

points, ports, and chokepoints in the IOR is 

commonplace. Currently, China has no influence over 

these chokepoints or the ports between them. 

Furthermore, 82 percent of the nation's energy supply 

passes through the Straits of Malacca, and in the event of 

any conflicts, its competitors may block this chokepoint 

(Brewster, 2015). Hence, it is not surprising that the 

Chinese President, Hu Jintao, labels the blockade threat 

as the Malaccan Dilemma. A similar threat has led to the 

Hormuz Dilemma, where 40 percent of China’s oil 

imports in the IOR can potentially face this blockade.  

Third, there is a very limited overland link between 

China and the Indian Ocean. The nation is vulnerable as 

its trade with Europe and the Middle East passes through 

the Indian Ocean, skirting the Indian subcontinent from 

west to east and transiting Southeast Asia before landing 

at the Chinese ports facing the Pacific Ocean. Therefore, 

access to the IOR is crucial for China's external trade 

interests. Additionally, this newly created Indo-Pacific 

concept excludes and threatens Beijing's trading and 

security interests in the IOR. According to Professor Hoo 

Ke Ping (Personal communication, 2020), an independent 

analyst in Malaysia, the concept "is a military alliance to 

surround China." Hoo's remarks are based on active US 

military and naval engagement in the IOR, especially 

with India, which suggests that Washington opposes the 

single-power hegemony of the Indo-Pacific region. 

Correspondingly, China's strategy is to counterbalance 

excessive Indo-US influence in the IOR, part of the Indo-

Pacific region, by promoting projects in gateway 

territories, such as Pakistan and Myanmar. The reaction 

by Chinese scholars and media on the growing Indo-US 

partnership reveals China's concerns. Dao (2015) believes 

that the US perceives the "Chinese dragon" and the 

"Indian elephant" as natural rivals. Hence, he urges both 

countries to join forces for regional stability to counter 

US influence in the IOR. It is hardly surprising that the 

Chinese government uses BRI to reduce its vulnerabilities 

in the IOR. These include projecting naval and air power 

by gaining greater access to the South Asian ports for its 

naval vessels and developing overland transport links to 

the Indian Ocean via CPEC and Bangladesh-China–India-

Myanmar Economic Corridor (BCIMEC).  

 

5. CPEC—Shortest Route for China to 

Access Middle Eastern Oil 
World's Top Exports statistics show that, in 2018, 

China's total oil imports were USD 239.2 billion, and 

almost half of this share (44.1 percent) was from nine 

Middle Eastern states (Workman, 2019). Given that 

China has been the world's biggest net oil importer since 

2017, it is expected that the oil demand will increase due 

to its economic development and industrial needs. 

However, distance to the Middle East is a cause for 

concern as its oil reserves are located 12,537 miles away 

from China, and the supply routes pass through the IOR 

and Straits of Malacca. Hence, Gwadar can be viewed as 

a "gateway territory," a transitional zone allowing a 

shorter connection between the oil-rich region and China. 

When the CPEC is completed, the distance between these 

two regions will be dramatically shortened to 2,295 miles 

through an overland route from Gwadar Port to Kashgar 

to the eastern coast of China (Chang & Khan, 2019). The 

maritime route to transport oil and gas will also be 

shortened to six days compared with the current 32 days. 

In addition, CPEC would offer the shortest route for 

importing oil and gas to China even when compared with 

the proposed Bangladesh-China-India-Myanmar 

Economic Corridor (BCIMEC), which is expected to 

shorten transport time to 19 days (Shaikh et al., 2016). 

The CPEC will be successful when the northern part 

of Pakistan, which consists of the Karakoram Highway 

(KKH), is connected to the southern city of Gwadar. It 

will connect the western province of Xinjiang to the 

Indian Ocean via a proposed network of gas and oil 

pipelines, along with planned highways and high-speed 

rail infrastructure. The former CPEC Project Director, 

Hassan Daud Butt (Personal communication, 2019), 

confirmed that the extension of the KKH is underway. 

For example, the Multan-Sukkur section of the Karachi-

Lahore motorway, which is 392 km, has been completed. 

Simultaneously, the Havelian-Thakot section of the KKH 

Phase 2, which is 120 km, has been 100 percent 

completed. 

Furthermore, the Eastbay expressway in Gwadar, 

which connects with the existing Mehran coastal 

highway, is now operational. Once this entire 

connectivity infrastructure is completed, Gwadar is 

expected to be the center for the CPEC project. China will 

benefit from the CPEC as it will reduce the distance for 

Chinese oil imports and decrease its transportation costs. 

For instance, the cost of a 40-foot container from Abu 

Dhabi to Shanghai is expected to go down from USD 

2,000 to USD 200–250 (Chang & Khan, 2019). 

 

6. Safeguarding Sea Lines of 

Communications 
The idea of gateway territories is conceived in the 
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context of power and space (Cohen, 2015). As explained 

in the preceding section, China's current maritime 

limitations to the IOR make it rather vulnerable to other 

powers. Therefore, China views CPEC as a key strategy 

to regain its land, maritime power, and space in the IOR 

to overcome maritime bottlenecks and chokepoints and 

influence maritime space. By 2011, China had become 

the world's largest energy consumer. Furthermore, the 

Chinese energy consumption profile corresponds with its 

rapid industrialization (Li et al., 2019). Any disruptions to 

the energy supply will result in a fuel shortage, severely 

affecting China's economic development. Consequently, 

the top priority for Chinese policymakers is the 

diversification of energy routes (Marantidou, 2014). 

Therefore, China's quest for alternative routes under BRI 

in the form of CPEC is pivotal to its energy security. 

Based on China's security calculus, it faces three 

vulnerable chokepoints in accessing its energy supplies. 

The first is the Gulf of Aden, exposed to piracy threats. 

The second is the Strait of Hormuz, which lies next to 

Iran, which could be easily blocked in a conflict between 

Iran and Washington (Cordesman, 2007). The third 

chokepoint is the Straits of Malacca, the shortest route 

between India and the Pacific Ocean. Each year, the route 

sees nearly 100,000 vessels, a large number of them being 

crude oil carriers (Calamur, 2017). Beijing has been 

justifiably cautious about any form of bottlenecks since 

82 percent of its oil supply comes through the Straits of 

Malacca (Brewster, 2015). The CPEC was born of 

Beijing's dire need to keep these chokepoints free of 

trappings. China is also interested in extending the 

proposed Iran-Pakistan gas pipeline to China (Guo et al., 

2019). The Iran-Pakistan-China pipeline (IPC) is 

expected to pass through Gwadar, which will give China 

access to Iranian natural gas. Simultaneously, oil imports 

from the Middle East can be unloaded at Gwadar Port and 

then carried through the pipelines to China. Hence, the 

full materialization of IPC and CPEC will ensure Beijing 

has overcome its vulnerabilities. It is noteworthy that 

China is not only considering the Gwadar-Xinjiang 

energy corridor, but it is also actively engaged in an 

energy corridor through Myanmar. To obtain access to 

the Bay of Bengal and avoid the Straits of Malacca for 

direct energy imports, China is developing a southern 

corridor, the Kyaukpyu-Yunnan route, which is a deep 

water port at Kyaukpyu (Myanmar) and parallel oil and 

gas pipelines to China's Yunnan province, costing more 

than USD 2.5 billion. The transport capacity of this gas 

pipeline is expected to be 12 billion cubic meters per 

annum (Beining, 2017), while that of the oil pipeline is 

estimated to be 12 million tonnes. Although the Gwadar-

Xinjiang pipeline and the Kyaukpyu-Yunnan route will 

not transport the entire energy supplies needed by China, 

they would serve as an alternative route to provide a 

steady flow of energy in times of conflict. 
Major powers, such as the US, India, and Japan, 

strongly influence the IOR (Wang, 2015). The US, for 

example, has launched anti-piracy operations in the IOR, 

while India has built naval bases on the Andaman and 

Nicobar Islands. China's role in ensuring the security of 

the IOR is relatively limited, though it has become its 

largest stakeholder in terms of relying on the sea lines of 

communications for its energy imports. China realizes 

that this free ride in the IOR may not last long. Therefore, 

acquiring vital port facilities in the region through the 

BRI will allow Beijing to safeguard its free access to the 

IOR further. Dr. Li Mingjiang (Personal communication, 

2020), an Associate Professor at the Rajaratnam School 

of International Studies (RSIS), Nanyang Technological 

University, Singapore, observed that, "in times of 

possible future conflicts, China could even use Gwadar as 

a naval facility, if necessary." Moreover, Chinese trade is 

vulnerable to conventional and non-conventional threats 

in the IOR. Therefore, the strategic location of Gwadar 

Port allows the Chinese navy to position itself in the 

event of a conflict (Rahman & Shurong, 2017). 

Furthermore, Dr. Li Mingjiang (Personal communication, 

2020) notes that, due to the growing New Delhi-

Washington strategic ties, the location of Gwadar will 

allow Beijing to keep an eye on Indo-US activities in the 

IOR. The port of Gwadar is vital to China’s maritime 

security as it has only one naval base outside the country, 

which is in Djibouti, Africa (Al Jazeera, 2017).  

 

7. The Development of Xinjiang 
Despite China's export-oriented economic success in 

the last four decades, uneven development has created 

enormous economic disparities between the eastern 

coastal and interior regions. According to Julie Yu-Wen 

(Personal communication, 2020), Professor of Chinese 

Studies and Director of the Confucius Institute at the 

Faculty of Arts, University of Helsinki (Finland), ―China 

is using overseas investment and cooperation to boost 

domestic economic growth and development. These 

investments are also intended to secure the overland 

linkage between its unstable region of Xinjiang and 

neighboring countries‖. Therefore, the CPEC is expected 

to decrease the disproportionate development across 

China. The uneven economic development across China 

is due to establishing industries in the eastern coastal 

cities for export facilitation purposes. For example, in 

2018, the per capita disposable income in Xinjiang, an 

interior region, was USD 3,188 (China Daily, 2019), 

while the eastern coastal city of Shanghai had a per capita 

disposable income of USD 9,520 (Chen, 2019). Hence, 

China launched economic initiatives to develop the 

autonomous region of Xinjiang. Under the nation's 13th 

Five-Year Plan (2016-2020), Xinjiang is the focus where 

initiatives were implemented to develop it into an 

important gateway to connect the country with Western, 

Central, and South Asia.  

This linkage is expected to transform Xinjiang into a 
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gateway to export machinery and finished goods via 

CPEC and China-Central Asia-West Asia Economic 

Corridor to reach the markets of Central and South Asia. 

Additionally, Xinjiang will utilize the same corridors to 

import raw materials and energy to drive the region's 

economic growth. Therefore, the Xinjiang region has 

become crucial in ensuring the success of CPEC. The 

early success of the CPEC is evident from its first 

shipment of seafood via its western route to Xinjiang 

from the Indian Ocean. Reports suggest that goods sold 

were 10% cheaper in Xinjiang than in China's eastern 

coastal cities (Jingjing, 2017).  

 

8. Challenges to CPEC 
CPEC is China's best initiative to provide quick access 

to SLOCs and act as a gateway to the Strait of Hormuz 

and the Persian Gulf for its risk-free oil transportation. 

Despite this, the implementation of CPEC is plagued by 

various challenges related to the project's geographical 

setting and political processes. 

 

8.1. Security Shortfalls 

Overall security shortfalls related to CPEC are 

worrying. The project faces two major security risks: the 

unstable political climate in Baluchistan and domestic and 

global Islamist militancy in Pakistan and China (Sial, 

2014). Since Gwadar Port is crucial to CPEC's success, 

the ongoing insurgency in Baluchistan has become a 

major concern (The Economist, 2015). Since the 

inception of Pakistan in 1947, the relationship between 

the ethnic Baloch and the central government has been 

conflictual. Chief among the reasons is that, despite being 

rich in energy and mineral sources, with a strategically 

well-positioned location, Baluchistan remains the least 

developed region in Pakistan, in addition to having the 

lowest level of literacy and disposable income. As a result 

of being socially and politically marginalized, 

economically exploited, and militarily oppressed, 

Baluchistan has seen several armed uprisings against 

Islamabad. The Baloch extremist organizations, such as 

Baluchistan Liberation Army (BLA) and Baluchistan 

Liberation Front (BLF), consider CPEC as a threat, 

namely in changing the demographics of the province, 

which will further marginalize the locals (Baloch,  2016). 

Again, the general perception among the nationalists in 

Baluchistan is that Islamabad is Punjabi-dominated. The 

fear of Punjabi expansionism and exploiting the resources 

available in that province through the CPEC is a real 

concern for the hinterland regions. Therefore, there is 

growing fear among the nationalist parties that the project 

will serve the interests of Islamabad with very little 

benefit for the marginalized regions. Hence, opposition 

toward the CPEC has witnessed a few untoward 

incidents; for example, in November 2018, Baluch 

militants attacked the Chinese consulate in Karachi 

(Biberman & Schwartz, 2019), and, in May 2017, two 

Chinese language teachers in Quetta were kidnapped 

(Xinhua, 2017). Islamabad is also concerned with 

Pakistani-based Islamic militants who might jeopardize 

the progress of CPEC by carrying out attacks on Chinese 

nationals and Pakistani workers in Baluchistan. While the 

Pakistani Taliban, or Tehrik-i-Taliban Pakistan (TTP), 

has not yet specifically threatened the CPEC, the 

organization has targeted other well-known government 

and military installations to inflict economic losses 

(Hassan, 2016). Hassan Daud Butt (Personal 

communication, 2019) opines that the central government 

does not view Islamic militants as a threat. However, the 

government remains vigilant, he asserts. It has established 

a separate security division and set up a special task force 

to specifically address any security concerns related to 

CPEC projects.  

In addition, the northern route of the CPEC from 

Pakistan's Gilgit-Baltistan region, which passes through 

China, can potentially become a battleground for the 

militant groups. The Turkistan Islamic Party (TIP) is a 

Uighur separatist group reported to be re-organizing in 

Afghanistan's Badakhshan province, part of the Wakhan 

Corridor and Dir and Chitral districts in Pakistan. 

Badakhshan is strategically located at the edge of the 

Wakhan Corridor, which provides the only access for 

China into Afghanistan. In 2018, as many as 250 TIP 

militants were present in Badakhshan, while around 60 

were based in Dir. Hence, it is hardly surprising that 

China is building a military base in Badakhshan (Basit, 

2018) to launch attacks on Uighur militants in this region. 

In 2016, China detained 50 Uighur women married to 

Gilgit-Baltistan residents on suspicions of having links 

with the TIP. Two years later, in April 2018, Pakistani 

security agencies arrested another 48 TIP militants from 

the Gilgit-Baltistan area. It is believed that these militants 

entered Pakistan via Afghanistan (Basit, 2018).  

The Chinese government faces challenges from 

multiple fronts in developing the CPEC. Domestic 

insurgencies, such as the Uighur militancy and global 

Islamist networks, have become major concerns, 

especially in the northern route of the CPEC. Despite 

these challenges, the CPEC is vital for China's future 

growth and its long-term geopolitical interests in the IOR. 

Since the CPEC is the flagship of the BRI, the Chinese 

government will strive to carry on with the project despite 

facing challenges. According to Hassan Daud Butt 

(Personal communication, 2019), at the request of the 

Chinese government, Pakistan has set up a special force 

of 10,000-people security personnel along the routes of 

the CPEC to ensure successful completion of the venture.  

 
8.2. Geopolitical Challenges 

Currently, the CPEC is equally vulnerable to 

geopolitical insecurities in the Afghanistan-Pakistan 

region. Given the recent fall of Kabul at the hands of the 

Taliban, there are concerns about CPEC's becoming a 
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victim of insurgency emanating from the potential joining 

forces of the Taliban groups in Afghanistan and Pakistan. 

The Chinese government planned to expand the CPEC 

westward, which directly involved going into Afghanistan 

(The Economic Times,  2018). Since regional stability is 

the key to the successful implementation of the project, 

the Chinese government is actively engaged with Taliban 

leaders to maintain peace and stability in the region. 

Suppose indeed the westward expansion of the CPEC 

materializes. In that case, it can be argued that there will 

be development, prosperity, and an improvement in state-

to-state relations in the Afghanistan-Pakistan region. 

Geopolitical realities also dictate the extent to which 

Pakistan's neighbors view CPEC. Thus far, India is the 

only neighbor that has been hostile to the corridor. When 

CPEC was initiated in 2015, Prime Minister Narendra 

Modi deemed it unacceptable because several 

infrastructure projects traverse Gilgit–Baltistan, which is 

part of the disputed territory of the former princely state 

of Jammu and Kashmir. Since India claims Gilgit-

Baltistan, this is an encroachment of the Indian Territory 

and perceived as a threat to its sovereignty. At present, 

Gilgit-Baltistan is a semi-autonomous region 

administered by Pakistan. However, India is worried that 

Islamabad may absorb or annex this region 

constitutionally by making it its fifth province. In India's 

view, it would be an uphill battle to challenge the legality 

of CPEC if Pakistan grants Gilgit-Baltistan a 

constitutional status. 

Indian policymakers also perceive Chinese 

expansionism through CPEC as one strategy to contain 

India in South Asia. Against this backdrop, India 

perceives the CPEC as a long-term Chinese strategy to 

counter and contain growing Indian influence in 

Afghanistan, Iran, and the CARs. China's active 

engagement in South Asia is evident with the 

construction of Gwadar Port, Hambantota Port in Sri 

Lanka, and Chittagong Port in Bangladesh. The People's 

Liberation Army Navy's new strategy of combining 

'offshore defense waters' with the protection of 'open seas' 

and the possibility of positioning these ports as future 

naval outposts cause further concern for India (Hali et al., 

2015). India has responded by developing Chabahar Port 

in Iran as a counterbalance to Gwadar Port. More 

recently, its attempt to destabilize the CPEC can be seen 

via the activities of India's Kulbhushan Yadav (viewed as 

a spy by Pakistan), operating in Baluchistan and Karachi. 

In his testimony at Pakistan military court in 2016, Yadav 

admitted to providing support to Baloch separatists to 

carry out attacks in Baluchistan and Karachi. Yadav was 

reported to have distributed USD 40,000 to recruit and 

train militants and purchase weapons and explosive 

materials to attack Chinese nationals and companies 

working on CPEC projects (Basit, 2018). 

In sum, the relentless Indo-Pakistan rivalry has led to 

mounting tensions that potentially can derail the progress 

of CPEC. 

 

9. Impact of the COVID-19 Pandemic on 

CPEC 
The outbreak of COVID-19 has massively disrupted 

the world's social, political, and economic structure. Not 

surprisingly, the rapid spread of coronavirus cases across 

the globe has raised concerns over the success of BRI 

projects. Being a key member state of BRI, Pakistan has 

witnessed the spread of coronavirus on a large scale, 

resulting in a strict lockdown to manage the pandemic.  

Understanding the implications in delaying projects, 

Imran Khan called a meeting of the National 

Coordination Committee (NCC) on April 2, 2020, to 

oversee the COVID-19 situation and its impact on the 

economy in general and CPEC projects in particular (Ali, 

2020). The NCC decided that CPEC projects should 

continue so as not to delay further its completion as 

scheduled. While normal flight operations between China 

and Pakistan were suspended amid the COVID-19 

pandemic, special chartered flights were arranged to bring 

Chinese technicians to CPEC sites (The Express Tribune, 

2020b). These actions reflect the intensity of commitment 

and determination of China towards CPEC. 

Further, the bilateral relations between the two states 

have strengthened during the pandemic. For instance, 

representatives from both countries signed two 

hydropower generation projects reportedly worth USD 

3.9 billion under CPEC (Fazl-e-Haider, 2020). 

Additionally, President Arif Alvi signed another 

memorandum of understanding with China to enhance 

cooperation in agriculture, education, technology, and 

health care under the realm of CPEC during his visit to 

Beijing in March 2020 (The Express Tribune, 2020a). 

Overall, such bilateral engagements amid COVID-19 

confirm the importance of CPEC and the extent to which 

both Beijing and Islamabad are committed to 

implementing the related projects. 

 

10. Conclusion 
Throughout history, the IOR has remained a source of 

competition among great powers because it facilitates 

global trade across the region. Due to a lack of overland 

and maritime connectivity, the Eurasian hinterland states 

like China have not acquired a resident power status in 

this region. As a result, the IOR has always been 

dominated by extra-regional powers. As Cohen (2015) 

argues, some states and regions facilitate exchanging 

ideas, goods and people-to-people contact. He contends 

that by developing physical linkages between two spaces, 

states or regions can be altered into gateways. This 

physical linkage between China's hinterland and the IOR 

is evident from the development of CPEC. Given the 

nature of the CPEC, this study found that the 

geographical barriers that have kept China out of the IOR 
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are not permanent and are subject to changes in 

infrastructure development. Through the CPEC, it is 

evident that hinterland states can be transformed into 

coastal gateways. China’s huge investments in 

infrastructure projects under the CPEC will eventually 

allow it to construct an overland path to the IO. More 

significantly, when completed, the project will provide an 

oceanic front to the landlocked western province of 

China. Therefore, CPEC is expected to bring both 

strategic and economic benefits for China. The CPEC will 

mitigate China’s vulnerabilities in the IOR. The newly 

established direct access will provide alternative routes 

for Beijing to avoid critical chokepoints, secure passage, 

be more cost-effective, and provide the shortest route for 

importing energy and goods.  

The literature available on the CPEC has mostly 

examined the project's economic benefits for Pakistan and 

China. Limited studies have examined the CPEC project 

in the context of gateway states. By transforming Pakistan 

into a gateway state through the CPEC, IOR's centuries-

old enclosed strategic nature will be opened up for China 

to enhance its presence in the IO. Resultantly, by 

positioning itself at Gwadar, China would potentially 

mitigate the influence of extra-regional powers in the 

IOR.  

The construction of Gwadar Port will enable Beijing 

to check on the energy supplies passing from the Strait of 

Hormuz and monitor India's naval activities in the IOR. 

In so doing, the region will become more securitized and 

may lead to a possible conflict. The potential growing 

influence of Beijing in the Arabian Sea may also ignite 

tensions in the region between India-Pakistan and India-

China. Therefore, Pakistan should respond sensibly to 

Chinese funding under the CPEC and make sure that the 

use of Gwadar port by China shall be limited only to 

commercial purposes.   
In sum, the CPEC project holds a significant position 

in China's geopolitics and security calculations. 

Undoubtedly, the completion of CPEC can make China 

an Indian Ocean power. However, as an ongoing project, 

the successful completion of the CPEC has many 

limitations. Any setback in the CPEC may confront China 

with threats to energy imports for its industries, hinder the 

development of the Xinjiang region, and increase the time 

and cost of imports that pass through the IOR.  
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