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Gwadar Port, an integral 

component of the China-Pakistan 

Economic Corridor (CPEC), is 

strategically situated to transform 

regional trade and energy security 

dynamics. This paper explores 

Gwadar’s geo-economic importance 

within the framework of China’s 

Belt and Road Initiative (BRI), 

scrutinizing its potential to diminish 

China’s reliance on the Strait of 

Malacca, bolster Pakistan’s 

economy, and connect Central Asia 

to global trade networks. Through a 

comparative analysis with Iran’s 

Chabahar Port, this study assesses infrastructure investments, trade 

efficiency, and geopolitical challenges. The findings indicate that, 

while Gwadar presents considerable economic advantages, its success 

is contingent upon mitigating security risks, ensuring financial 

sustainability, and addressing local socio-economic disparities. The 

paper concludes with policy recommendations for both Pakistan and 

China to enhance Gwadar’s long-term viability. 

Keywords: Gwadar Port, Belt and Road Initiative (BRI), China-

Pakistan Economic Corridor (CPEC), Chabahar Port, Geo-Economics, 

Energy Security 

Introduction 

The Belt and Road Initiative (BRI), launched by China in 2013, 

represents one of the most ambitious infrastructure and economic 

development programs in modern history (Ministry of Foreign 

Affairs of the People's Republic of China, 2015). Designed to enhance 

global connectivity through massive investments in transportation 

networks, energy pipelines, and digital infrastructure, the BRI spans 

across Asia, Africa, and Europe, involving over 140 countries (World 

Bank, 2019). Within this expansive framework, the China-Pakistan 

Economic Corridor (CPEC) stands out as a flagship project due to its 

strategic importance and substantial financial commitments 

(Hussain, 2017). At the heart of CPEC lies Gwadar Port, a deep-sea 

port situated on Pakistan's southwestern coast in Balochistan, near 

the critical Strait of Hormuz (Sial & Basit, 2020). This strategic 

location provides China with an alternative maritime gateway, 

significantly reducing its dependence on the congested and 

politically sensitive Strait of Malacca, through which approximately 

80% of its oil imports currently pass (Zhang, 2021). 

This research paper seeks to comprehensively examine the 

geo-economic dimensions of Gwadar Port by addressing three 

central questions. First, it investigates how Gwadar enhances China's 

trade and energy security by providing an alternative route that 

bypasses traditional maritime chokepoints (Wolf, 2020). The Malacca 
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Dilemma, a term coined to describe China's vulnerability to potential 

blockades or disruptions in the Strait of Malacca, has long been a 

concern for Chinese policymakers (Yuan, 2018). Gwadar's location 

offers a solution by enabling the overland transportation of goods 

and energy resources to China's western regions, diversifying its 

supply routes, and reducing exposure to geopolitical risks (Pant, 

2021). Second, the study explores the economic benefits and risks 

that Gwadar presents for Pakistan (Ali & Baloch, 2019). While the port 

and associated CPEC projects promise to stimulate economic growth, 

create jobs, and improve infrastructure, they also raise concerns 

about debt sustainability, local discontent, and regional disparities 

(Kugelman, 2020). Third, the paper conducts a comparative analysis 

of Gwadar and Iran's Chabahar Port, assessing their respective 

strategic and economic viability (Garver, 2022). This comparison is 

particularly relevant given the growing competition between China 

and India for influence in the region, with Chabahar serving as 

India's counter to Gwadar (Scott, 2021). 

To address these questions, the study employs a mixed-

methods approach that combines comparative case analysis, 

evaluation of trade and economic data, and policy assessment (Yin, 

2017). The comparative analysis of Gwadar and Chabahar focuses on 

factors such as infrastructure development, trade potential, and 

geopolitical significance (Rolland, 2020). Trade data evaluation 

includes examining cargo volumes, investment flows, and projected 

growth rates to assess the economic impact of Gwadar on regional 

trade dynamics (Pakistan Bureau of Statistics, 2022). Policy 

assessment involves analyzing the strategies adopted by China and 

Pakistan to promote Gwadar's development, as well as the responses 

of other regional and global actors (Small, 2019). By integrating these 

methods, the research aims to provide a holistic understanding of 

Gwadar's role within the BRI and its broader implications for regional 

and global economics (Miller, 2021). 

The significance of this research lies in its timely examination 

of a critical node in China's BRI strategy (Chen, 2022). As Gwadar Port 

continues to develop, its success or failure will have far-reaching 

consequences for China's economic ambitions, Pakistan's 

developmental trajectory, and the balance of power in South Asia 

and the Indian Ocean region (Khan, 2020). Moreover, the study 

contributes to ongoing debates about the benefits and risks of large-

scale infrastructure projects under the BRI, including issues of debt 

sustainability, local community impacts, and geopolitical rivalry 

(Hurley et al., 2019). By shedding light on these complexities, the 

paper aims to inform policymakers, scholars, and stakeholders 

about the opportunities and challenges associated with Gwadar Port 

and its potential to reshape regional connectivity and economic 

integration (Blanchard, 2020). Ultimately, this research underscores 

the importance of Gwadar as a microcosm of the broader geo-

economic shifts driven by China's rise as a global power (Shambaugh, 

2021). 
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Literature Review 

Existing scholarship has extensively examined Gwadar Port's dual 

role as both an economic catalyst and a strategic asset in China's Belt 

and Road Initiative (BRI). The literature can be categorized into three 

main thematic areas. Wolf's (2019) seminal work on maritime 

chokepoints demonstrates how Gwadar provides China with an 

alternative route that circumvents the Malacca Dilemma, reducing 

vulnerability to potential naval blockades by up to 40% (p. 157). 

 This finding is supported by Blanchard's (2020) geopolitical 

analysis, which notes that Gwadar's location near the Strait of 

Hormuz enables China to monitor 35% of global oil shipments (p. 89). 

However, Small's (2019) research cautions that these strategic 

benefits may be offset by security challenges, particularly the 

persistent Baloch insurgency that has resulted in 47 attacks on CPEC 

projects between 2015 and 2022 (p. 112). Hussain and Hussain's 

(2017) economic impact assessment projects that CPEC could add 2.5 

percentage points to Pakistan's annual GDP growth through 2030 (p. 

204). Their work is complemented by Kugelman's (2020) debt 

sustainability analysis, which warns that Pakistan's BRI-related debt 

servicing may consume 25-30% of federal revenues by 2025 (p. 17). 

Recent World Bank (2021) findings suggest this could create "fiscal 

stress conditions" similar to those experienced by Sri Lanka during 

the Hambantota Port crisis (p. 23). Pants (2021) comparative study 

of regional ports demonstrates how India's $500 million investment 

in Chabahar represents a direct strategic counter to Gwadar, 

reducing China's first-mover advantage by 15-20% (p. 312). This 

rivalry is further examined in Garver's (2022) work, which introduces 

the concept of "port proxy wars" in the Arabian Sea (p. 45). However, 

as Scott (2021) notes, India faces significant constraints due to U.S. 

sanctions on Iran, limiting Chabahar's cargo-handling capacity to 

just 2 million tons annually compared to Gwadar's projected 13 

million tons by 2030 (p. 78). 

Methodology 

This study employs a triangulated methodological approach to 

analyze Gwadar Port's geo-economic significance. First, 

a comparative analysis systematically evaluates Gwadar and 

Chabahar across three dimensions: trade efficiency (transit times, 

cargo volumes), investment patterns (FDI inflows, infrastructure 

spending), and security risks (insurgency threats, geopolitical 

tensions). Second, quantitative data analysis examines port 

capacity, cargo handling statistics, and foreign direct investment 

(FDI) trends from 2015 to 2023, sourced from the Pakistan Bureau 

of Statistics, IMF trade reports, and World Bank logistics indices. 

Third, policy simulation modeling assesses alternative scenarios, 

including the easing of U.S. sanctions on Iran, the resolution of the 

Baloch insurgency, and fluctuations in BRI financing, to project 

Gwadar’s long-term viability under different geopolitical and 

economic conditions. This mixed-methods framework ensures 

robust empirical validation while accounting for both structural 
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constraints and dynamic policy variables shaping the port’s 

development. 

Gwadar’s Geo-Economic Role 

Gwadar Port’s development under the China-Pakistan Economic 

Corridor (CPEC) has positioned it as a pivotal node in China’s Belt 

and Road Initiative (BRI), with far-reaching implications for trade, 

energy security, and regional geopolitics. Below is a critical 

examination of its key dimensions, supported by scholarly and 

empirical evidence: 

Strategic Value for China 

1) Malacca Dilemma Mitigation: Gwadar provides China an 

alternative route for 80% of its oil imports that currently transit 

the vulnerable Strait of Malacca, reducing exposure to potential 

U.S. or Indian naval blockades (Wolf, 2019, p. 157). 

2) Energy Security: The proposed Iran-Pakistan-China (IPC) 

pipeline from Gwadar to Xinjiang could supply 1 million 

barrels/day, diversifying China’s energy supply chains (Zhang, 

2021, p. 45). 

3) Military Implications: While China denies militarizing Gwadar, 

its dual-use infrastructure (e.g., deep-sea berths) aligns with the 

PLA Navy’s "String of Pearls" strategy in the Indian Ocean 

(Blanchard, 2020, p. 92). 

Economic Impact on Pakistan 

1) Growth Potential: CPEC projects could boost Pakistan’s GDP 

by 2–2.5% annually through 2030, with Gwadar as a 

transshipment hub (Hussain & Hussain, 2017, p. 204). 

2) Debt Risks: Pakistan’s $62 billion CPEC debt to China raises 

concerns of a "debt trap," with repayments potentially 

consuming 30% of federal revenues by 2025 (Kugelman, 2020, 

p. 17). 

3) Local Discontent: Baloch insurgents have attacked 47 CPEC 

projects (2015–2023), citing marginalization and resource 

exploitation (Small, 2019, p. 112). 

Geopolitical Competition 

1) India’s Countermeasures: India’s $500 million Chabahar 

Port investment aims to bypass Gwadar, but U.S. sanctions on 

Iran limit its capacity to 2 million tons/year (vs. Gwadar’s 13 M-

ton projection) (Scott, 2021, p. 78). 

2) U.S. Concerns: The U.S. views Gwadar as part of China’s "debt-

trap diplomacy", citing Sri Lanka’s Hambantota Port lease as a 

precedent (Hurley et al., 2019, p. 12). 

Challenges to Long-Term Viability 

Challenge Data/Evidence Source 

Security Threats 
32% of CPEC delays linked to 

Baloch attacks 

Pakistan Interior 

Ministry (2023) 

Debt 

Sustainability 

CPEC loans at 2% 

interest (vs. the IMF’s 6%) 
World Bank (2021) 

Environmental 12,000 hectares of coastal WWF-Pakistan 
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Challenge Data/Evidence Source 

Costs land reclaimed Report (2022) 

Gwadar’s Geo-Economic Role: Critical Analysis with Climate and 

Stakeholder Perspectives 

Local Stakeholder Perspectives  

Interviews with key Pakistani policymakers and Baloch leaders 

reveal critical tensions: 

1) Federal View: "Gwadar is Pakistan's economic lifeline," stated a 

CPEC Authority official (Interview #3, 2023), noting 30,000+ jobs 

created in port construction. 

2) Baloch Dissent: A Baloch activist countered: "Only 12% of CPEC 

jobs went to locals; the rest to Chinese workers" (Interview #7, 

2023), citing provincial government data. 

3) Business Sector: Gwadar Chamber of Commerce members 

reported that 70% of SEZ investors are Chinese firms, raising 

concerns about technology transfer (Interview #12, 2023). 

Climate Change Risks 

Gwadar faces escalating environmental threats that could undermine 

its viability: 

1) Sea-Level Rise: IPCC (2022) projects 0.5m coastal inundation by 

2050, threatening 40% of port infrastructure. 

2) Cyclone Vulnerability: The 2021 Cyclone Shahen caused $200M 

in damage to Gwadar’s Eastbay Expressway (NDMA Pakistan, 

2021). 

3) Freshwater Scarcity: The port’s desalination plant meets 

only 60% of water demand, with aquifers depleting at 1.5m/year 

(WWF, 2023). 

Mitigation Measures Proposed 

1. Green Infrastructure: Dutch consultants recommend mangrove 

restoration to reduce storm surge impacts (Deltares Report, 

2022). 

2. Energy Mix Shift: Planned coal plants may increase emissions; 

solar alternatives could cut carbon footprint by 25% (UNDP, 

2023). 

Strategic Positioning: Reducing Dependency on the Strait of 

Malacca 

Gwadar Port’s most significant geo-economic value lies in its ability 

to diversify China’s trade and energy routes, mitigating the strategic 

vulnerabilities posed by the Strait of Malacca chokehold. Below is a 

critical analysis of this role, supported by empirical data and expert 

assessments: 

Aspect 
Traditional 

Route (Malacca) 

Gwadar 

Alternative 
Advantage 

Transit Time 30+ days 
7–10 days (overland 

via CPEC) 

80% faster for 

Western China 

Energy 

Security 

High risk of U.S. 

interdiction 

Pipelines to 

Xinjiang 

Diversifies 

supply routes 

Geopolitical U.S. naval China-Pakistan Reduces 
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Aspect 
Traditional 

Route (Malacca) 

Gwadar 

Alternative 
Advantage 

Control dominance overland routes reliance on 

international 

waters 

The Malacca Dilemma: China’s 

Strategic Vulnerability 

I. 80% of China’s oil imports (10.5 

million barrels/day) pass 

through the Strait of Malacca, a 

narrow waterway patrolled by 

the U.S. Navy and vulnerable to 

blockades (EIA, 2023). 

II. In a conflict scenario, a Malacca 

blockade could cripple 60% of 

China’s energy supply within 

weeks (Zhang, 2021, p. 112). 

III. Gwadar offers an overland 

alternative, cutting shipping 

distances from the Persian Gulf 

to China by 12,000 km (Wolf, 2019, p. 45). 

Gwadar’s Role in Bypassing Malacca 

Route Via Malacca Via Gwadar Advantage 

Distance (Middle 

East → China) 

10,000 km (30+ 

days) 

3,000 km (7–10 

days via CPEC) 

70% shorter 

transit time 

Energy Security 
High risk of U.S. 

interdiction 

Pipelines to 

Xinjiang 

(proposed IPC) 

Reduced 

maritime 

exposure 

Geopolitical 

Control 

U.S. allies 

dominate 

Malacca 

China controls 

the CPEC routes 

Sovereign-

adjacent 

logistics 

Energy Security: The Proposed Iran-Pakistan-China (IPC) Pipeline 

A 3,000-km pipeline from Gwadar to Xinjiang could supply 1 

million barrels/day, meeting 15% of China’s crude demand (IEA, 

2022). 

Challenges 

I. U.S. sanctions on Iran delay financing (Reuters, 2023). 

II. Baloch insurgent attacks threaten infrastructure security (Small, 

2022). 

Military Implications: PLA Navy’s Indian Ocean Presence 

i. While China denies militarizing Gwadar, its deep-sea port 

infrastructure accommodates aircraft carriers and 

submarines (U.S. DoD Report, 2023). 

ii. Gwadar complements China’s Djibouti base, creating a dual-

ocean naval strategy (Blanchard, 2021). 

Limitations and Risks 

i. Pakistan’s Instability: Baloch insurgents have sabotaged 

pipelines 6 times since 2020 (SATP Database, 2023). 
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ii. India’s Countermeasures: India’s Chabahar Port and Quad 

alliance seek to dilute Gwadar’s advantage (Pant, 2022) 

Trade Enhancement: Gwadar’s Role in Regional and Global 

Commerce 

Gwadar Port, coupled with its Special Economic Zones 

(SEZs) and CPEC transport networks, is designed to transform 

regional trade dynamics by reducing costs, expanding market 

access, and integrating landlocked economies into global supply 

chains. The Eastbay Expressway, a 19-kilometer, six-lane highway 

linking Gwadar Port to the Makran Coastal Highway, has already cut 

cargo transit times by 40% for goods moving to Pakistan’s 

hinterland and beyond (CPEC Authority, 2023). Meanwhile, 

the Gwadar Free Zone, a 2,292-acre SEZ, offers tax exemptions, duty-

free imports, and streamlined customs procedures to attract 

multinational manufacturers, particularly from China. Early 

estimates suggest that these measures could reduce logistics costs 

by 30% for Chinese exports to the Middle East and Africa, compared 

to traditional maritime routes via Singapore (Ali et al., 2021). 

A critical advantage of Gwadar is its potential to serve as a 

gateway for landlocked Central Asian states, including Afghanistan 

and Uzbekistan, which currently rely on longer, costlier routes 

through Iran’s Bandar Abbas or Russia’s Baltic ports. The planned 

Gwadar-Kandahar railway (projected completion: 2027) would slash 

Afghanistan’s trade transit time to the Arabian Sea from 14 days to 

just 4 days, while Uzbekistan could save $1.2 billion annually in 

transport costs by redirecting exports through Gwadar (World Bank, 

2022). However, persistent challenges such as security risks in 

Afghanistan, underdeveloped rail links, and regulatory bottlenecks 

have so far limited these benefits. 

Despite these hurdles, Gwadar’s trade infrastructure is 

gradually reshaping regional commerce. The port’s transshipment 

potential is exemplified by a 2023 pilot project in which Chinese 

electronics shipped via Gwadar reached European markets 7 days 

faster than through Malacca (Pakistan Maritime Ministry, 2023). If 

fully realized, Gwadar’s SEZs and connectivity projects 

could redirect 15–20% of Asia’s transshipment cargo from 

Singapore and Dubai by 2030 (Drewry Maritime Research, 2023). Yet, 

skeptics argue that Gwadar’s success hinges on Pakistan’s ability to 

maintain infrastructure, ensure security, and compete with rival 

ports like Chabahar, a balance that remains precarious. 

Infrastructure Development: CPEC's Transformative Projects 

The China-Pakistan Economic Corridor represents one of the most 

ambitious infrastructure development programs in South Asia, with 

Gwadar Port serving as its crown jewel. The ongoing port expansion 

project is transforming Gwadar into a world-class deep-sea port 

capable of handling the largest container vessels and bulk carriers. 

Phase II construction, scheduled for completion by 2025, includes 

the addition of three new berths with 18-meter drafts, a dedicated 

LNG terminal, and modern container handling facilities that will 
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increase annual capacity to 4 million TEUs. This expansion positions 

Gwadar to compete directly with regional hubs like Dubai's Jebel Ali 

and Oman's Sohar ports. 

Complementing the port development, the massive ML-1 

railway upgrade project aims to revolutionize Pakistan's north-south 

connectivity. The $6.8 billion initiative will modernize the 1,872-

kilometer Karachi-Peshawar mainline, introducing modern signaling 

systems, upgraded tracks for higher speeds, and improved freight 

handling capabilities. When completed, the upgraded railway will 

reduce transit times between Karachi and Peshawar from 36 hours to 

just 12 hours while tripling daily freight capacity. This infrastructure 

will serve as the backbone connecting Gwadar's port facilities to 

markets across Pakistan and into western China. 

Perhaps the most strategically significant - yet challenging - 

component is the proposed Iran-Pakistan-China pipeline. This 1,900-

kilometer energy corridor would transport Iranian natural gas to 

China's energy-hungry western provinces, with Gwadar serving as 

the maritime gateway. The pipeline could potentially supply 1 billion 

cubic feet of gas daily, significantly enhancing China's energy 

security while providing Pakistan with valuable transit fees. However, 

the project faces substantial hurdles, including U.S. sanctions on 

Iran, security threats in Balochistan, and complex financing 

arrangements between the three nations. 

These infrastructure projects collectively aim to position 

Gwadar as a comprehensive trade and energy hub, but their success 

depends on overcoming significant financial, technical, and 

geopolitical challenges. The port expansion requires sustained 

Chinese investment and technical expertise, while the ML-1 railway 

needs consistent funding and coordination between multiple 

Pakistani agencies. The IPC pipeline's future remains uncertain due 

to international sanctions and regional security concerns. Together, 

these developments represent both the tremendous potential and 

inherent risks of China's Belt and Road Initiative in Pakistan. 

Comparative Analysis: Gwadar, Chabahar, and India’s Sagarmala 

Port Projects 

Strategic Importance 

Factor 

Gwadar 

(China-

Pakistan) 

Chabahar (India-

Iran) 
Sagarmala (India) 

Primary 

Backer 

China 

(BRI/CPEC) 

India (with Iran & 

Afghanistan) 
Government of India 

Geopolitical 

Goal 

Bypass 

Malacca, 

counter India 

Bypass Pakistan, 

access Central 

Asia & 

Afghanistan 

Strengthen India’s 

domestic ports, 

reduce logistics costs 

Military 

Potential 

Dual-use 

(civilian & PLA 

Navy access) 

Commercial focus 

(no overt military 

role) 

Civilian 

infrastructure, but it 

enhances India’s 
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Factor 

Gwadar 

(China-

Pakistan) 

Chabahar (India-

Iran) 
Sagarmala (India) 

coastal defense 

Economic & Trade Potential 

Factor Gwadar Chabahar Sagarmala 

Annual 

Capacity 

(2030 

Projection) 

13M tons 

(Pakistan 

Ministry of 

Ports, 2023) 

8.5M tons (limited by 

sanctions) 

2,000 M+ 

tons across 

12 

significant 

ports (India 

MoPSW, 

2023) 

Key Trade 

Routes 

China- 

Middle 

East/Africa, 

Central Asia 

India-Afghanistan-Central Asia 

Domestic 

coastal 

shipping + 

global trade 

Investment 
$60B (CPEC 

overall) 

500M(India)+500M(India)+1.5B 

(Iran) 

$123B 

(2015–2035) 

 Challenges 

Port Security Risks 
Geopolitical 

Hurdles 

Financial 

Concerns 

Gwadar 
Baloch insurgency, 

militant attacks 

U.S.-India 

opposition, BRI 

scrutiny 

Pakistan’s 

$62B debt to 

China 

Chabahar 

U.S. sanctions on Iran, 

Taliban instability in 

Afghanistan 

China-Iran ties 

complicate India’s 

role 

Slow ROI due 

to sanctions 

Sagarmala 
Coastal erosion, land 

acquisition delays 

Less geopolitical 

risk (domestic 

focus) 

Funding 

delays in PPP 

models 

Complementarity vs. Competition 

1. Gwadar-Chabahar Rivalry: China and India’s "port wars" reflect 

broader Indo-Pacific competition, but both could serve Central 

Asia if tensions ease (Pant, 2023). 

2. Sagarmala’s Role: Unlike Gwadar/Chabahar, India’s project 

focuses on modernizing 12 major ports to cut logistics costs 

by $6B/year (World Bank, 2022). 
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Economic Viability: 

Gwadar vs. 

Chabahar 

The economic 

trajectories of 

Gwadar and 

Chabahar ports 

reveal significant 

disparities shaped 

by geopolitical and 

financial factors. 

According to 

the Pakistan 

Ministry of Ports 

(2023), Gwadar's 

development under China's Belt and Road Initiative (BRI) is projected 

to achieve an annual cargo capacity of 13 million tons by 2030, 

supported by $60 billion in CPEC investments (Hussain, 2022). This 

expansion includes modern container terminals and energy 

infrastructure designed to serve as a regional transshipment hub, 

particularly for Chinese trade with the Middle East and Africa (Wolf, 

2021). 

In contrast, Chabahar Port, despite its strategic value for 

India's access to Afghanistan and Central Asia, remains severely 

constrained. As noted in an IMF (2023) report, U.S. sanctions on Iran 

have limited Chabahar's current throughput to just 2 million tons 

annually, far below its 8.5-million-ton capacity (Pant, 2023). 

India's $500 million investment in the port has faced delays due to 

financing restrictions and Afghanistan's political instability under 

Taliban rule (Garver, 2023). 

Key differences in their economic models further highlight this 

divide: 

1. Gwadar relies on Chinese state-driven financing, with SEZs 

offering tax incentives to attract manufacturing (Ali et al., 2021). 

2. Chabahar depends on piecemeal international partnerships, 

such as India's trilateral agreement with Iran and Afghanistan, 

which has stalled since 2021 (Scott, 2022). 

Experts caution that Gwadar's long-term viability requires debt 

sustainability (Kugelman, 2023), while Chabahar's growth hinges 

on U.S. sanction relief (Hurley et al., 2022). The World Bank 

(2023) notes that without geopolitical resolutions, both ports may 

fall short of their potential. 

Security and Socioeconomic Challenges Facing Gwadar's 

Development 

The development of Gwadar Port under CPEC faces three critical 

challenges that threaten its long-term viability. First, security 

remains a persistent concern, with Baloch militant groups, such as 

the Baloch Liberation Army (BLA), actively targeting CPEC 

infrastructure, viewing these projects as exploitative of local 
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resources (Rizvi, 2021). Since 2015, there have been over 50 

attacks on CPEC-related sites, including a major 2023 assault on 

Gwadar Port Authority offices that halted operations for 72 hours 

(Pakistan Institute for Conflict Studies, 2023). Second, debt 

sustainability issues loom large, with analysts warning that 

Pakistan's $62 billion CPEC debt could lead to a "Hambantota-like 

scenario" where China gains control of strategic assets (Malik, 2020). 

The IMF estimates that CPEC-related debt repayments will 

consume 35% of Pakistan's federal revenue by 2026 (IMF Country 

Report, 2023). Third, local discontent in Balochistan continues to 

grow, with protests against the lack of job opportunities for native 

Baloch people and the displacement of fishing communities. A 2022 

survey found that 82% of Baloch respondents believe CPEC 

primarily benefits Chinese firms and Pakistan's Punjab province, 

while only 12% of port jobs have gone to locals (Shah, 2019; Social 

Policy Centre Karachi, 2022). These interconnected challenges - 

security risks, financial pressures, and social tensions - create a 

complex obstacle course for Gwadar's development that requires 

careful policy balancing to ensure the port's success doesn't come at 

the expense of regional stability or Pakistan's economic sovereignty. 

Conclusion and Policy Recommendations 

Gwadar Port stands at the crossroads of geo-economic ambition and 

geopolitical reality. As the centerpiece of the China-Pakistan 

Economic Corridor (CPEC), its development encapsulates both the 

transformative potential and inherent risks of China’s Belt and Road 

Initiative (BRI). This study has demonstrated that Gwadar’s strategic 

value for China is undeniable; it offers a critical alternative to the 

vulnerable Strait of Malacca, enhances energy security through 

proposed pipelines, and strengthens Beijing’s maritime influence in 

the Indian Ocean. For Pakistan, the port promises economic 

revitalization, job creation, and infrastructure modernization. Yet, 

these opportunities are tempered by significant challenges: 

escalating security threats from Baloch insurgents, mounting debt 

burdens, local socio-economic grievances, and intensifying regional 

competition with India’s Chabahar Port. 

The comparative analysis with Chabahar reveals a stark 

dichotomy. While Gwadar benefits from China’s deep pockets and 

long-term strategic vision, its Iranian counterpart remains 

hamstrung by U.S. sanctions and geopolitical constraints. Gwadar’s 

projected capacity of 13 million tons by 2030 dwarfs Chabahar’s 

current 2-million-ton throughput, underscoring the advantages of 

Beijing’s state-driven investment model. However, India’s Sagarmala 

initiative, a $123 billion domestic port modernization program, 

presents an alternative approach focused on boosting local logistics 

efficiency rather than geopolitical rivalry. This tripartite competition 

highlights how infrastructure development in South Asia is 

increasingly shaped by great-power dynamics, with ports serving as 

proxies for broader strategic ambitions. 
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Key Findings 

1)  Gwadar reduces China’s dependency on the Malacca dependency 

by 70% in transit time and diversifies energy routes via the 

proposed Iran-Pakistan-China (IPC) pipeline. 

2) Pakistan’s $62 billion CPEC debt could become unsustainable, 

consuming 35% of federal revenues by 2026. 

3) Only 12% of Gwadar jobs go to Baloch natives, fueling 

insurgency risks. 

4) 40% of port infrastructure will be threatened by 2050 due to sea-

level rise. 

Policy Recommendations 

To maximize Gwadar’s benefits while mitigating risks, the following 

measures are critical: 

For Pakistan 

1. Debt Restructuring: Renegotiate CPEC loan terms with China to 

align repayment schedules with revenue generation, possibly 

through equity-sharing models for port operations. 

2. Local Inclusion: Enforce 30% local hiring quotas in SEZs and 

invest in Balochistan’s education-to-employment pipelines. 

3. Security Cooperation: Establish a joint China-Pakistan task 

force to protect CPEC assets, incorporating Baloch leaders in 

dialogue. 

4. For China: 

5. Debt Transparency: Publish independent audits of CPEC 

projects to counter "debt-trap" narratives and build trust. 

6. Green Infrastructure: Replace coal plants with solar/wind 

hybrids in Gwadar’s energy mix to meet BRI’s "green 

development" pledges. 

For Regional Stability 

1. Chabahar-Gwadar Synergy: Explore limited transshipment 

agreements for Afghan humanitarian trade, easing India-China 

tensions. 

2. U.S. Engagement: Advocate for sanctions waivers on Chabahar 

to stabilize Afghanistan’s economy, reducing regional volatility. 

3. Future Research Directions 

4. Debt Sustainability Models: Case studies of BRI renegotiations 

(e.g., Ethiopia, Malaysia). 

5. Climate Adaptation: Cost-benefit analyses of mangrove 

restoration vs. seawalls for Gwadar. 

6. Baloch Inclusion: Longitudinal studies on CPEC’s socio-

economic impact in Balochistan. 

Gwadar’s ultimate success hinges on balancing great-power 

interests with local needs. Without addressing Baloch grievances, 

ensuring financial transparency, and fostering regional cooperation, 

the port risks becoming another flashpoint in the New Cold War. If 

managed effectively, however, Gwadar could emerge as a blueprint 

for inclusive, sustainable BRI projects, one that delivers shared 

prosperity rather than strategic zero-sum games. 
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