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An Offer Too Good to Refuse 
China’s Belt and Road Initiative from the Viewpoint of Pakistan 

 
 

By Nicola Hoochhausen* 
 

Abstract 
While experts speculate about the viability of BRI and the West worries about China’s hidden agenda, 
most countries along the ‘New Silk Road’ welcome China’s investments. This essay studies Pakistan and 
the China-Pakistan Economic Corridor as a case to demonstrate what drives states to readily endorse 
China’s initiative. The principle argument is that China addresses the urgent need for the infrastructural 
and economic development of Pakistan and other countries participating in BRI. With its large-scale 
investments China offers countries along the ‘New Silk Road’ a viable alternative to development cooperation 
with the West. 
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An Offer Too Good to Refuse 

China’s Belt and Road Initiative from the Viewpoint of Pakistan 
 

Many scholars and journalists have been quick to point out the risks of China’s Belt and Road 
Initiative (hereafter BRI, in Chinese yi dai yi lu����) or speculate about China’s hidden geo-
political agenda and the likelihood that the project will fail. While the Economist (2017) reasons 
that behind China’s economic aspirations lie “a plethora of secondary motivations”, Tom Holland 
(2016) in the South China Morning Post claims that BRI is “doomed to fail”. Yet, most countries 
along the ‘New Silk Road’ eagerly welcome China’s investments. At the Belt and Road Forum in 
May 2017, a divide became visible: while many countries from around the world were represented 
by their heads of state, Germany, France, the United Kingdom and the United States (US) only 
sent delegations of minister-level or below (Tiezzi, 2017). Moreover, European Union (EU) 
member states present at the summit in Beijing did not endorse a common statement as it lacked 
commitments to social and environmental protection and transparency (Phillips, 2017). Using 
Pakistan as a case, this essay tries to explain why the developing world readily endorses BRI despite 
the warnings of some journalists and western sceptics.  
 
The China-Pakistan Economic Corridor (CPEC) is a flagship project under BRI and, so far, China’s 
biggest foreign investment. For Pakistan, the Chinese investment is its biggest foreign direct 
investment, far exceeding amounts received by its earlier biggest donor, the US. China’s investment 
package of 55 billion US dollars will be used over a period of 15 years to address Pakistan’s chronic 
energy shortage and lack of infrastructure. This will be done by building power plants and 
developing a network of 3000 kilometres of road, rail and gas pipelines. Once completed, the 
corridor will connect Western China to the deep-water port of Gwadar on the Arabian Sea (Ghiasy 
& Zhou, 2017; Sender & Stacey, 2017). CPEC is the connection between the overland Silk Road 
Economic Belt and the Maritime Silk Road. 
 
In Pakistan, CPEC is heralded as a ‘game changer’. In his inaugural address in 2013, Pakistan’s 
former Prime Minister, Nawaz Sharif, declared that it will change the fate of the nation (Express 
Tribune, 2013). The official Pakistani CPEC website proclaims the corridor to be a “win-win 
model” which “will result in a well-connected, integrated region of shared destiny, harmony and 
development” (CPEC, n.d.). Pakistani leaders and the public hope that the improvement of 
infrastructure and energy will boost the overall economy. It is anticipated that high growth rates 
could reduce unemployment and brain drain and improve the living conditions of the lower and 
middle classes in Pakistan. In the long run, Pakistan’s officials and public hope for political and 
social change leading to the promotion of ‘good governance’, the eradication of terrorism and a 
new regional and international standing of Pakistan (Wolf, 2016b). Pakistan’s positive approach to 
CPEC is underpinned by China’s general good reputation in Pakistan with 82% of Pakistanis 
holding a favourable opinion of China (Pew Research Center, 2015). The cooperation is regularly 
referred to as an ‘all-weather friendship’ which is “higher than the Himalayas and deeper than the 
deepest sea in the world, and sweeter than honey” (Sender & Stacey, 2017).  
 
It is unlikely that CPEC can live up to such expectations. Researchers of the Stockholm 
International Peace Research Institute state that the envisaged scale of the project undermines the 
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claim that CPEC has solely economic goals. It has also a geo-strategic dimension (Ghiasy & Zhou, 
2017). Gwadar port, for example, was built and financed by Chinese companies and is leased to 
China until 2059. Initially proclaimed to be only for commercial purposes it might now also be 
used by Chinese military (Kynge in Merics Experts, 2017). India is deeply suspicious of the 
increased Chinese-Pakistani co-operation, not only for its geo-political impact, but also because 
CPEC runs through Kashmir - a disputed territory between Pakistan and India (Ghiasy & Zhou, 
2017). India made its concerns known by not attending China’s Belt and Road Forum in May this 
year (Sender & Stacey, 2017). A scholar at the German foundation ‘Stiftung Wissenschaft und 
Politik’ fears that CPEC could lead to heightened tension between the nuclear powers, India and 
Pakistan, or an escalation of the Kashmir conflict (Wagner, 2016).  
 
Despite the regional impacts of CPEC, Western experts also anticipate negative effects for Pakistan 
internally. Wolf (2016a) argues that the Pakistani military has built-up a parallel governance 
structure with vast executive and judicial powers to secure the development of CPEC. This 
weakens the civilian government and challenges Pakistan’s democratic transition (Wolf, 2016a). 
Others worry that the scale of China’s investments and repayment modalities of Chinese loans 
undermine Pakistan’s sovereignty, trapping the country in debt (Sender & Stacey, 2017). As Chinese 
companies are often favoured in bids for contracts under CPEC (Sender & Stacey, 2017).), one can 
raise the question about whether China or Pakistan profit the most from these investments.  
 
It is too early to predict whether CPEC will bring an economic leap forward or bring doom and 
military tensions to Pakistan and South Asia. At this stage, however, it is crucial for the critics of 
BRI and CPEC to understand why Pakistan has embraced China’s investments. A persistent lack 
of infrastructure and a huge energy deficit have harmed Pakistan’s economy. Successive 
governments have failed to address these issues (Ghiasy & Zhou, 2017). Parallels can be drawn 
with other countries participating in BRI. All countries of South Asia have significant economic 
growth potential (Ghiasy & Zhou, 2017). The Economist (2017) adds that the region has an 
“unslakeable thirst for infrastructure”. China addresses these needs without demands for 
transparency or good governance from the participating countries (Kynge in Merics Experts, 2017). 
Having a reputation “to get things done” (Kynge in Merics Experts, 2017), China offers to develop 
infrastructure in Pakistan and throughout Asia on a scale that dwarfs previous investors and other 
donors. Consequently, from the viewpoint of Pakistan and other countries along the ‘New Silk 
Road’, China is making an offer too good to refuse. 
 
The Pakistani power grid is one of the prominent examples for the decision-making process of 
Pakistan’s civilian government on CPEC. The government has been under pressure to address 
underinvestment in infrastructure, including the energy grid. Already suffering from frequent ‘load-
shedding’1, Pakistan’s energy demand continues to increase due to a growing population and 
economy. Whilst Chinese engineering and investment addresses these problems, the current 
Pakistani politicians can take the credit for the short term positive outcomes of so-called ‘early-
harvest-projects’ under CPEC, with little regard to the negative consequences of the deals in the 
future. 

																																																								
1 “the deliberate shutdown of electric power in a part or parts of a power-distribution system, generally to 
prevent the failure of the entire system when the demand strains the capacity of the system” as defined by 
dictionary.com (http://www.dictionary.com/browse/load-shedding). 
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BRI might not be the panacea it is claimed to be. However, it is crucial to consider the perspective 
of countries endorsing China’s initiative and their alternatives (or lack thereof) to fully understand 
BRI. In the case of Pakistan, no donor other than China was prepared to invest in the country´s 
much needed power infrastructure (Sender & Stacey, 2017). Xi Jinping promised to create a trading 
region of prosperity along the ‘New Silk Road’ and was perceived to be the defender of free trade 
at the 2017 World Economic Forum in Davos and the Belt and Road Forum in Beijing (Economist, 
2017). While Chinese officials emphasize their peaceful intentions, and claim that BRI is open for 
all, the project stands in competition to the transatlantic economic region (Economist, 2017). For 
Pakistan and other Asian countries, BRI represents a viable alternative to development cooperation 
with the West (Kynge in Merics Experts, 2017), even more so since the current US administration 
has taken an isolationist turn. The call for more transparency and environmental and social 
standards by EU member states during the Belt and Road Forum was important, but is unlikely to 
make a difference. Most countries participating in BRI are too dependent on China’s investments 
and lack the leverage to negotiate better terms. For them, China’s offer comes on a ‘take it or leave 
it’ basis. As long as the West does not provide alternatives, it should not be surprised as many 
countries along the ‘New Silk Road’ jump on the bandwagon with China. 
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