
:Dr. M atthew  M cCartney, Senior R esearcher at the 
C harter Cities Institu te  and  the  au tho r o f  The Dragon 
fro m  the M ountains: The CPEC fro m  Kashgar to Gwa- 
dar (Cambridge: Cam bridge U niversity  Press, 2021), 
w as inv ited  b y  the  CPPG for a w eb inar on “T ransfor
m ations in P ak istan ’s Political Econom y and  CPEC” 
on February  17, 2022.

The session began  w ith  the  D irector o f  CPPG, Dr. 
Saeed Shafqat, p rov id ing  a context for China’s Belt 
and  Road In itiative (BRI) w ith in  the  larger US-China 
geopolitical rivalry  spanning  technology, econom y, 
culture, and  cyber activities. He then  asked Professor 
M cCartney about the  po ten tia l ram ifications o f  the  
BRI, inc luding the  C hina-Pakistan  Econom ic Corridor 
(CPEC) for Pakistan.

M cCartney com m enced the  discussion b y  em phasiz
ing  his in terest in  the  econom ic dim ensions o f  CPEC. 
He underscored CPEC’s p ivo tal role w ith in  the  b roader 
fram ew ork o f  the  BRI, its geographical significance, 
and  the  econom ic im pact o f the  w estern  and  eastern 
routes on P ak is tan ’s regions. He expressed th a t CPEC 
prom ised to be a pa thw ay  o f  reg ional connectiv ity  
th a t w ill benefit China and  P akistan  and  positively  
im pact Iran, A fghanistan , India, the  Central A sian re
publics, and  the  region. U nderscoring the  significance 
o f  CPEC, he said th a t the  p ro ject’s aim  is to enhance 
geographical linkages, focusing on an  im proved 
transpo rta tion  system  and  prom oting  peop le-to -peo- 
p le con tact th rough  academ ic, cultural, and  know l
edge activities. He added th a t P ak istan ’s regional and  
global position  is also likely to see a strong  boost 
w ith  the  positive conclusion o f CPEC. The success o f

CPEC is also crucial for the  geopolitics o f  South Asia 
as s trengthened  Sino-Pak relationship  m ay  trigger 
concerns for India.

A ccording to M cCartney, the  success o f  CPEC is hoped 
to norm alize ties betw een A fghanistan  and  Pakistan. 
China, Pakistan , and  A fghanistan  signed a trila teral 
understand ing  on enhancing  counterterrorism  security  
cooperation. In this context, he h ighlighted  the  need 
for a deeper understand ing  o f CPEC’s po ten tia l im pact 
on m ainstream  regions.

He added th a t initially , CPEC was estim ated to  cost 
about $46 billion, approxim ately  70% o f  w hich was 
being  invested  in  energy, 8% in rail, 13% on roads, 
and  4 to 5% in Gwadar. But b y  2017, the  estim ate 
had  bum ped up to $60 billion. He acknow ledged the 
im pact o f the  COVID-19 pandem ic, w hich sparked 
discussions on scaling  back  investm ents.

A dditionally , M cCartney had  observed a discernible 
shift in econom ic dialogues during his travels to Paki
s tan  spanning  fifteen to  seventeen years. The conver
sation , w hich had  earlier been  dom inated  b y  discus
sions on U.S. and  IMF program s, has evolved to trade 
relations w ith  China in  recent years, reflecting  the 
chang ing  dynam ics o f  g lobal econom ic partnerships 
and  the  grow ing significance o f China in  econom ic 
discourse. He highligh ted  the  polarized opinions gen
erated b y  CPEC, particu larly  am ong politicians, w hich 
underscored the  com plex socio-political landscape 
su rround ing  the  project, w here diverse perspectives 
and  interests intersect. A cknow ledging these nuanced  
view points laid the  groundw ork for a m ore com pre
hensive understand ing  o f  CPEC’s reception and  im pact 
w ith in  Pakistan.

D iving into  the  intricacies o f his research m ethodol
ogy, M cCartney expounded  a tw o-pronged  approach: 
the  first involved an  exam ination  o f historical and  
contem porary  case studies, unraveling  the  im pact o f 
large-scale in frastructu re  projects on social, hum an, 
and  econom ic developm ent, and  the  second delved 
into  p re-ex isting  studies, p rovid ing  a baseline u n der
s tand ing  o f  the  econom ic con text before and  after the 
im plem entation  o f significant infrastructure projects. 
Based on this approach, he countered  the  scholarship 
th a t portrayed  CPEC as P ak istan ’s absolute savior.
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It is hoped tha t CPEC will com pletely transfo rm  its 
econom y. E thiopia is an  exam ple to learn  from. E thio
p ia  regards itse lf as an  im portan t coun try  and  gets aid 
from  different donors. This gives E thiopia the  upper 
hand , and  it can  dictate its ow n agenda. Pakistan  
should  also leverage its 200+ m illion popu la tion  and 
nuc lear pow er and  try  to assert its diplom atic pow er 
and  no t rely  on ly  on one donor. W hile acknow ledg
ing  the  CPEC’s role in addressing key  constrain ts 
in  investm ent, econom ic grow th, p roduction , and 
m anufacturing , he underscored the  indispensability  o f 
robust dom estic policies to address challenges related 
to  education, skills acquisition, long-term  credit, 
political uncerta in ty , and  p roperty  rights p ro tection  in 
harnessing  the  full po ten tia l o f  CPEC.

For fu ture research, he envisioned a four-coun try  
com parative s tudy  encom passing Pakistan , E thio
pia, Sri Lanka, and  Zam bia to unravel the  im pacts o f 
Chinese-led large infrastructure projects on diverse 
econom ic landscapes. Each o f these countries have 
a un ique econom ic tra jec tory  and  geopolitical posi
tion ing , w hich prom ises a rich tap estry  o f insights 
in to  BRI’s global im pact. Zam bia and  E thiopia, bo th  
landlocked, faced distinct challenges in  the ir industri
alization  processes. Sri Lanka and  Pakistan , as transit 
states connecting  to key ports, p resented  unique 
dynam ics in the ir econom ic structures. Further, 
E th iop ia’s sustained  econom ic grow th and  Sri Lanka’s 
successful upgrad ing  o f  tex tile  export structures 
contrasted  w ith  Zam bia’s stalled industria lization  and 
P ak is tan ’s shift tow ards de-industrialization. A dding a 
geopolitical layer, M cCartney em phasized the  signifi
cance o f E thiopia and  Pakistan  in  global politics. W ith 
its diplom atic reach in  Som alia and  South Sudan, 
E thiopia stood in contrast to P ak istan ’s econom ic 
penetra tion  into A fghanistan  and  W estern China. Both 
countries, he noted , possessed im m ense po ten tial for 
leveraging the ir geopolitical positions to m axim ize 
benefits in term s o f diplom atic influence and  trade 
negotiations.

M cCartney further underscored the  differing m ain 
stream  perceptions o f  Chinese investm ent in these 
four countries. W hile E thiopia view ed it as successful, 
Sri L anka’s experience w ith  the  H am banto ta  Port was 
often  portrayed  as a cau tionary  exam ple o f failed Chi

nese investm ent. Zambia, m eanw hile, exhibited m ixed 
views, and  P ak istan ’s evaluation  rem ained ongoing 
as the  project unfolded. A ccording to M cCartney, this 
com parative lens offered a n uanced  understand ing  o f 
the  diverse outcom es and  perceptions o f Chinese-led 
in frastructu re  investm ents.

A m bassador M asood Khalid, form er P ak istan ’s 
A m bassador to China, em phasized the  po ten tial o f 
CPEC in  leveraging P ak istan ’s geopolitical advantages 
and  trade activities. W hile appreciating  M cC artney’s 
tho rough  analysis, he disagreed w ith  som e o f  his 
reservations, h igh ligh ting  the  transfo rm ative po ten tial 
o f  C hinese-built ra ilw ay  infrastructure, exem plified b y  
the  ML1 project, w hich w ould  m odernize the  1800 km  
plus railw ay  system  from  Peshaw ar to  Karachi.

The session was followed b y  a dynam ic questions and 
answ ers session. A nsw ering a question  regard ing  the 
po ten tia l increase in P ak istan ’s econom ic dependence 
on China due to CPEC, M cCartney acknow ledged the  
likelihood o f increased dependency on m ilitary  sup 
plies, trade, technology, and  donor relations. However, 
direct access to G w adar’s export linkages and  diversi
fied trade  partnerships, particu larly  w ith  Central Asia, 
w ere identified as avenues for P ak istan  to m itigate 
econom ic dependencies.

Regarding a question about the  ex ten t o f  skills and 
technology  transfer facilitated  b y  CPEC, M cCartney 
acknow ledged the  sign ifican t em ploym ent opportun i
ties generated  for unskilled  Pakistan i w orkers, who 
constitu ted  around  80 percen t o f  the  w orkforce in 
Chinese in frastructu re  projects. Further, there  was an 
exchange o f hum an  resources from  bo th  countries, 
w hich led to m utual tra in in g  and  skills developm ent.

In  conclusion, M cCartney em phasized big  in frastruc
tu re  p ro jects’ inheren t n a tu re  to generate w inners and  
losers. The key lay  in deploying po licy  m echanism s 
to address and  level o ff  the  d istributional im pacts o f 
CPEC for a m ore equitable and  w idely  accepted im ple
m enta tion  o f  this large-scale infrastructure project.
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