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Abstract

The China-Pakistan Economic Corridor (CPEC) is a transformative infrastructure and economic cooperation project
under China’s Belt and Road Initiative (BRI). While the project was initially hailed as a game-changer, a decade of
implementation has revealed a significant gap between its promises and actual achievements. This paper examines
CPEC’s socio-economic impact on Pakistan, including employment shifts, urbanization, cultural exchanges, and local
resistance. It also critically evaluates the recent findings from the 2024-2025 reports, highlighting key challenges such
as financial sustainability, lack of local engagement, and the need for a shift towards a more people-centric
development approach. Based on an extensive literature review and recent updates, this study offers recommendations

for improving CPEC’s long-term effectiveness.

1. Introduction

The China-Pakistan Economic Corridor (CPEC), launched
in 2013, was envisioned as a game-changer for Pakistan’s
economy, promising $46 billion in investments for
infrastructure, energy, and industrial projects (Khan et al.,
2016). Over the years, China has significantly mobilized
financial and material resources in Pakistan, demonstrating a
strong commitment to the project (Ali, 2017). However,
after more than a decade, the results have been mixed.
Despite major infrastructure developments, concerns about
Pakistan’s rising debt burden, project delays, and lack of
local community engagement have gained international
attention (SCIO, 2024). Given these challenges, both China
and Pakistan must reassess their approach to ensure that
CPEC delivers sustainable and inclusive benefits.

However, despite these initial promises, the outcomes of
CPEC have been mixed, as several challenges have surfaced
over the years. Pakistan’s growing debt burden, which has
been exacerbated by financing the CPEC projects, remains a
significant concern (CPEC Secretariat, 2024). The terms of
the loans and the repayment obligations, particularly to
Chinese institutions, have raised questions about the long-
term financial sustainability of the project (SCIO, 2024).
These financial challenges have led to delays in key
projects, which has slowed down the anticipated economic
benefits. In some cases, delays have also resulted in cost
overruns, further deepening Pakistan’s fiscal deficit (SCIO,
2024). Furthermore, despite the substantial investments,
there has been a notable lack of local community
engagement in the planning and implementation phases of
CPEC. This exclusion of local stakeholders, particularly in
regions like Balochistan and Khyber Pakhtunkhwa, has
sparked protests and resistance, with communities voicing
concerns about the limited economic benefits they are
receiving and the environmental impacts of the projects
(Malik, 2017).

Given these ongoing challenges, both China and Pakistan
must reassess their approach to ensure that CPEC delivers
sustainable and inclusive benefits. The project's future
success will require a shift from a top-down, state-centric
model to one that actively includes local communities,
addresses environmental concerns, and ensures that
economic gains are shared more equitably (Kardon, 2011).
Moreover, addressing the growing debt burden and focusing
on financial sustainability will be crucial for the long-term
viability of CPEC and its ability to foster genuine economic
growth for Pakistan (Ali, 2017). As both countries continue
to navigate these challenges, it is essential that CPEC’s
development strategy evolves to meet the changing needs of
Pakistan’s population, ensuring that the project not only
benefits large-scale infrastructure but also contributes to the
broader socio-economic development of the country (SCIO,
2024).

Theoretical Background

The theoretical background of the China-Pakistan Economic
Corridor (CPEC) can be framed by integrating various
theoretical perspectives from economics, international
relations, development studies, and cultural studies. Below
is an overview of the theoretical background for
understanding CPEC’s implications on socio-economic
transformations in Pakistan.

Moreover, The China-Pakistan Economic Corridor (CPEC)
is a multifaceted infrastructure and economic project aimed
at enhancing connectivity between China and Pakistan.
Drawing on theories of economic development, particularly
endogenous growth theory, CPEC is expected to stimulate
long-term economic growth by improving infrastructure,
including roads, energy, and communication networks
(Khan et al., 2016). These investments are anticipated to
increase productivity, create jobs, and facilitate regional
trade. However, some scholars critique the project through
the lens of dependency theory, arguing that Pakistan’s
increasing reliance on Chinese investments could result in
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economic dependence, potentially limiting the country's
long-term autonomy (Ali, 2017). CPEC, viewed from a
neoliberal perspective, represents a significant effort to
enhance regional cooperation and interdependence,
especially through trade liberalization and mutual economic
benefits between China and Pakistan (Small, 2015).

In the realm of international relations, CPEC can be
understood through the prism of realism, where geopolitical
considerations play a critical role in shaping state-to-state
relations. The project strengthens Pakistan’s strategic
position, particularly in its rivalry with India and its
engagement with China (Du, 2012). Realists argue that the
infrastructural investments in CPEC are not merely about
economic growth but also serve to secure Pakistan's
standing in the region (Daniels, 2013). Conversely, CPEC
also illustrates neoliberal ideals of international cooperation,
where the interconnectedness of economies through trade
and development is seen as a means of fostering peace and
mutual benefit (Zhao & Yang, 2012). Additionally, social
transformation theories suggest that large infrastructure
projects like CPEC lead to significant urbanization, which
can drive economic opportunity but also result in challenges
such as overcrowding and strain on public services (Lippit,
1984).

Furthermore, From a social and cultural perspective, CPEC
is poised to reshape the socio-economic landscape of
Pakistan, although it has sparked both optimism and
resistance. Theories of local resistance highlight how
marginalized communities, especially in regions like
Balochistan, have expressed concerns over being excluded
from the benefits of the project (Malik, 2017). The lack of
local participation in decision-making processes and the
environmental and cultural impacts of large infrastructure
projects have led to social unrest in some areas (Kardon,
2011). Furthermore, CPEC’s emphasis on economic growth
raises important questions about its sustainability,
particularly in terms of environmental impacts and equitable
distribution of benefits (CPEC Secretariat, 2024). While
CPEC may offer opportunities for development, its success
hinges on addressing these socio-political concerns and
ensuring that its benefits are widely shared across Pakistan.

Social Transformations Due to CPEC

CPEC has created employment opportunities, particularly in
construction, logistics, and energy sectors. Special
Economic Zones (SEZs) have attracted investors, increasing
demand for both skilled and unskilled labor (Kardon, 2011).
However, reports indicate that many jobs have been filled
by Chinese workers, limiting benefits for the local labor
force (Malik, 2017). This imbalance has led to discontent
among Pakistani workers and calls for policy interventions
to ensure greater local participation.

Urbanization and Migration Trends

CPEC has accelerated urbanization, especially in Gwadar,
Karachi, and Lahore, where large-scale infrastructure
projects have led to increased migration (Du, 2012).
However, housing shortages, environmental concerns, and
strained public services have emerged as significant
challenges (Lippit, 1984). The lack of planning for urban

expansion has resulted in rising living costs and uneven
development.

Cultural Exchange and Local Resistance

As Chinese expatriates and businesses have entered the
Pakistani market, cultural exchanges between China and
Pakistan have increased (Small, 2015). However, this has
also led to social tensions, particularly in conservative
regions where communities perceive Chinese influence as a
challenge to their traditional values (Zaki, 2010). Moreover,
local resistance in Balochistan and Khyber Pakhtunkhwa has
intensified due to perceived economic disparities (Daniels,
2013).

Women’s Role in CPEC-Driven Economic Growth
While CPEC has created new job opportunities for women
in textile, service, and trade industries, gender disparities in
employment remain a significant issue (Mo, n.d.). Social
norms and lack of workplace inclusivity continue to limit
women’s participation in CPEC-related industries.

The Gap Between CPEC’s Promises and Reality (2024-
2025 Report Findings)

The 2024-2025 updates indicate that while several major
infrastructure projects have been completed, many others
have faced delays due to financial constraints, bureaucratic
inefficiencies, and security concerns (CPEC Secretariat,
2024). These delays have resulted in higher costs and slower
economic benefits than originally projected (Britannica,
2024). Pakistan’s rising debt obligations have led to
concerns about its ability to repay loans. The State Council
Information Office (SCIO) of China acknowledges that
BRI-related debt stress has become a key issue, with calls
for greater financial transparency and renegotiation of
certain projects (SCIO, 2024).0One of the most significant
criticisms of CPEC has been its top-down approach, which
excludes local communities and civil society from decision-
making processes (Malik, 2017). The lack of public
engagement has fueled protests and skepticism, especially in
Gwadar and Balochistan (CPEC Progress Update,
2024).Experts now argue that China’s state-owned
enterprise-driven model must transition to a more inclusive
approach that involves local businesses, labor, and
policymakers (SCIO, 2024). Both China and Pakistan must
shift towards greater flexibility in modifying or withdrawing
from projects that prove unfeasible, rather than adhering to
rigid diplomatic narratives.

Conclusion

CPEC has undoubtedly been a transformative initiative for
Pakistan, bringing major infrastructure investments,
expanding energy production, and improving connectivity.
It has strengthened economic ties between China and
Pakistan, positioning Pakistan as a key player in regional
trade and connectivity. However, after more than a decade
since its launch, a significant gap remains between CPEC’s
ambitious promises and its actual achievements.

Moreover, the social transformations caused by CPEC—
including employment shifts, urbanization, and cultural
exchange—are undeniable. However, the exclusion of local
communities, financial sustainability —concerns, and
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governance challenges have prevented CPEC from fully
delivering its intended benefits. The 2024-2025 progress
reports highlight a growing need for a reassessment of the
project’s approach.

The Future of CPEC: A Path Forward

To unlock the full potential of CPEC, China and Pakistan
must move beyond traditional state-centric development
models and adopt a more transparent, inclusive, and
sustainable approach. The success of CPEC in the coming
years will depend on:

1.Policy flexibility: Willingness to modify or withdraw from
projects that prove unfeasible instead of rigidly following
diplomatic rhetoric.

2.Balanced investment strategy: Avoiding over-reliance on
debt financing and focusing on private sector-led growth.
3.Local empowerment: Ensuring that Pakistanis, particularly
those in underdeveloped regions, directly benefit from the
project.
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