
 

             

The implementation of the China-Pakistan Economic Corridor 

(CPEC) and the increasing Chinese presence in South Asia is a 

matter of both domestic, regional and global concern. The CPEC, 

which is one of the largest and most advanced development schemes 

within the broader Belt and Road Initiative (BRI), has a clear 

potential to influence power dynamics in the Indian Ocean Region 

(IOR) and much beyond. Further it becomes increasingly obvious 

that CPEC is not only a programme intended to promote economic 

growth but also serves as an instrument for Beijing to extend its 

‘strategic influence from the South China Sea to the Indian Ocean 

and the Arabian Sea’.  

 

This has severe geopolitical implications for the states involved, the 

existing security architecture, and power dynamics in the extended 

area. The Chinese leadership’s assertiveness and the willingness to 

use coercive elements so as to push forward the BRI in general and 

CPEC, in particular, reveals that China is challenging not only the 

accepted norms and behaviour in international relations but also the 

established liberal international order as a whole. The following 

arguments will be made here regarding this complex scenario: 

 

 

 

 

 

 

On the Asian Century, Pax Sinica & Beyond 
 

The CPEC of the BRI and Its Impact on the 

Indian Ocean Region 
 
 

Dr Siegfried O. Wolf 

SADF COMMENT 
24 May 2019 
Issue n° 142 
ISSN 2406-5617 

Dr Siegfried O. Wolf is the Director of 

Research at SADF (Coordinator: Democracy 

Research Programme); he was educated at the 

Institute of Political Science (IPW) and South 

Asia Institute (SAI), both Heidelberg 

University. Additionally he is member 

(affiliated researcher) of the SAI as well as a 

former research fellow at IPW and Centre de 

Sciences Humaines (New Delhi, India). 

 

 

The column 
 

On the Asian Century, Pax Sinica & Beyond  
 

monitors and assesses the Chinese Belt and 

Road Initiative (BRI) and the emerging 

alternative models for international 

development. It aims to capture unfolding 

power shifts both towards Asia in a world 

scene and within Asia as a regional block. It 

also attempts to assess potential future 

trajectories of the global order and the 

development-democracy nexus. 

 

 

Avenue des Arts 19 

1210 Brussels 

info@sadf.eu 

www.sadf.eu 

https://www.worldscientific.com/doi/10.1142/S237774001850029X
https://www.worldscientific.com/doi/10.1142/S237774001850029X
https://www.sadf.eu/about/sadf-team/
https://www.sadf.eu/sadf-new-column-series-on-the-asian-century-pax-sinica-beyond/
mailto:info@sadf.eu
http://www.sadf.eu/


_______________________ 

SADF Comment N.142  

 

2 

Firstly, BRI’s CPEC project serves above all strategic and geopolitical interests rather than economic 

ones. In fact, the economic viability of many CPEC-related projects can be questioned. The 

proclaimed economic rationale by China in providing large amounts of capital to Pakistan despite 

tremendous political, social and economic risks attached to the projects involved constitutes to be a 

conundrum for many analysts. 

 

Secondly, both the BRI and – especially - CPEC have a growing military dimension:  

 

(a) We witness an increasing militarisation and securitisation within the whole geographical 

framework of CPEC, namely in Pakistan and China’s Western Xinjiang Uyghur Autonomous Region 

(XUAR). In spite of the rapid and massive build-up of security forces (military, para-military, and 

police), Pakistan’s civilian and military leadership are obviously unable to ensure a safe environment 

for Chinese projects. In fact, the security situation for Chinese companies and nationals in the country 

is persistently deteriorating. The attacks against the Consulate General of the People’s Republic of 

China in Karachi, those against the Pearl Continental Hotel in Gwadar (the port city is an important 

hub of CPEC), and the suicide bombing targeting a bus carrying Chinese engineers in Baluchistan – 

all these events having occurred within a relative short period of time – reveal deep security breaches. 

In this context, it is crucial to mention Beijing’s growing sensitivity regarding the protection of its 

interests abroad. After experiencing attacks on Chinese activities in several countries, there is an 

increasing unwillingness to rely on non-Chinese security providers. China invested heavily in the 

build-up of domestic capabilities intended to protect its overseas interests, especially in African 

countries. There are also reports regarding Chinese deployments of regular troops (People’s 

Liberation Army/PLA) in Pakistan, including in areas close to the border with India. According to 

Indian intelligence and military sources, China decided ‘to take the matter in its own hands’ and 

deployed troops in both Baluchistan and Sindh so as to ensure the safety of its projects in these 

regions.  

 

(b) One should highlight another trend intensified by the BRI, which can be described as the 

privatisation of the security sector. Besides tremendous investments in regular armed forces, Chinese 

security circles are simultaneously promoting the build-up of private security companies (PSCs) 

aimed at the protection of Chinese assets and citizens abroad. This can be understood as part of an 

overall ‘strategic reassessment’ linked to China’s wish for power projection beyond its borders albeit 

https://www.yicaiglobal.com/news/gwadar-port-disillusion
https://www.cnbc.com/2018/06/27/china-increases-defence-ties-with-africa.html
https://www.cnbc.com/2018/06/27/china-increases-defence-ties-with-africa.html
https://zeenews.india.com/india/china-deploys-troops-in-sindh-just-90-km-away-from-indo-pak-border-2189314.html
https://sputniknews.com/asia/201903221073459760-china-pak-cpec-saftey/
http://isdp.eu/private-security-companies-new-notch-beijings-belt-road-initiative/
https://www.iss.europa.eu/content/along-road-%E2%80%93-gwadar-and-china%E2%80%99s-power-projection
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without being labelled as an expansionist, revisionist state. Numerous observers expect a boost in 

Chinese security capabilities in Pakistan - not necessarily in the form of regular troops but through 

Chinese PSCs, at least for the time being. Of course, these PSCs follow directives from Beijing and 

constitute part of BRI-related security diplomacy. 

 

(c) The establishment of CPEC is accompanied by an intensified defence and security cooperation 

between Islamabad and Beijing. According to Chinese General Zhang Youxias, vice chairman of 

China’s Central Military Commission (CMC), security collaboration is an important pillar of CPEC 

- and military cooperation is the ‘backbone’ of China-Pakistan relations. Lately Beijing has extended 

its supplies of military hardware and services, deepened military-to-military contacts, and intensified 

joint military exercises with Islamabad - among other measures. The development of closer 

cooperation on maritime defence appears to be a key area in this bilateral military collaboration – a 

fact which by itself reveals Beijing’s interest in increasing its presence in the IOR by using CPEC-

linked security cooperation as a gateway. 

 

(d) There is a trend in Beijing’s security-orientated discourses to embed CPEC-related developments 

within larger military and strategic considerations. CPEC is seen as a part of a Chinese ‘Grand 

Strategy’ which not only aims at the accumulation of more economic and political leverage but also 

intends to increase military capabilities. CPEC is being portrayed as part of a concerted effort (usually 

described as ‘String of Pearls’ or ‘Strategic Strong Points’) intended to enable China to play a role as 

‘global power’ with a hegemonic position in the Asian hemisphere, especially in the South China Sea 

and the IOR. This also includes Beijing’s obvious goal to militarily challenge the US in its ‘area of 

influence’. The build-up of China’s first naval-military base in Djibouti can be seen as a first step in 

this direction. Here, Australian maritime security expert David Brewster points out that the Chinese 

facilities in Djibouti are unlikely to be the end of China’s expanding military presence in the Indian 

Ocean. Growing indications are reported regarding Beijing’s aims to build a new naval and air force 

base in Pakistan - at a place called Jiwani, near Gwadar. As in the case of Djibouti, such a military 

base will be justified by Beijing through the need for additional logistic support for its ‘escorting, 

peace-keeping missions and humanitarian aid missions in Africa and West Asia’. According to 

experts, however, such bases will provide China with capabilities in numerous areas such as anti-

access/area denial (A2/AD) devices and other intelligence instruments intended to aid Beijing’s 

increasing influence in the IOR. 

https://thediplomat.com/2019/04/cpec-emboldens-china-and-pakistans-joint-effort-to-manage-militancy/
https://thediplomat.com/2019/04/cpec-emboldens-china-and-pakistans-joint-effort-to-manage-militancy/
http://eng.chinamil.com.cn/view/2018-09/19/content_9290461.htm
https://www.cfr.org/blog/chinas-strategy-djibouti-mixing-commercial-and-military-interests
https://www.lowyinstitute.org/the-interpreter/chinas-new-network-indian-ocean-bases
https://www.washingtontimes.com/news/2018/jan/3/china-plans-pakistan-military-base-at-jiwani/
http://english.chinamil.com.cn/view/2018-05/30/content_8045245.htm
http://english.chinamil.com.cn/view/2018-05/30/content_8045245.htm
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Thirdly, CPEC is part of China’s goal to create a new alliance system and regional security 

architecture. Being aware that military capability alone does not guarantee international success, 

China is strengthening its international position through a variety of diplomatic partnerships. Beijing 

invests highly in international mechanisms attempting to address crucial political, economic, 

connectivity, security-related, and counter-terrorism related issues. The formation of the Shanghai 

Cooperation Organisation (SCO) must be seen as a first crucial move in this direction. The initiation 

of the ‘China-Afghanistan-Pakistan Trilateral Strategic Dialogue’, the ‘Russia-China-Pakistan 

Trilateral Dialogue’, the ‘16+1 initiative’ and the recently launched ‘Dialogue of Asian Civilisations’ 

all constitute measures intended to extend and deepen China’s multilateral collaborations. It becomes 

increasingly obvious that the BRI will serve as the economic backbone and institutional structure for 

a range of multilateral cooperation mechanisms initiated and guided by China. Subsequently, the 

incorporation of Pakistan in Beijing’s emerging ‘Quasi-Alliance System’ via CPEC must be 

identified not only as an instrument for Beijing to form a regional security architecture but also as an 

additional opportunity to open up China to the Islamic world. This is gaining momentum since 

China’s increased focus of international criticisms due to its repressive treatment of its Muslim 

population in XUAR. 

 

Lastly, CPEC is part of Beijing’s aim to establish a new international order more convenient to 

Chinese interests. According to the Chinese leadership, the current liberal international order was 

established by ‘western countries’ so as to secure their interests at the expense of China. Through the 

BRI, Beijing initiated the formation of a series of new international institutions – including the New 

Silk Road Fund, the Asian Investment and Infrastructure Bank (AIIB), and a new international court 

system covering both land and sea-based conflicts. Deliberate or not, such measures obviously intend 

to challenge previously existing international institutions.  

 

Final thoughts – CPEC as part of a new international order in the IOR? 

Referring to the typology of international order conceptualised by the renowned American political 

scientist John J. Mearsheimer, it is stressed here that the BRI is currently establishing a kind of ‘thin, 

bounded order’. This order will not lead to more cooperation between major powers but rather to a 

severe security competition within the IOR - especially between the US and China. Beijing clearly 

strives for a hegemonic position in the Asian hemisphere as part of a multi-polar, global order. While 

https://www.mitpressjournals.org/doi/full/10.1162/isec_a_00342
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embedded in liberal rhetoric of ‘win-win’ collaboration and ‘peaceful intent’, the BRI, in fact, 

constitutes an instrument intended to build economic and political partnerships via increased 

connectivity with all the states in the region. However, after assessing the first years of CPEC’s 

implementation, it appears that the BRI is not based on ‘mutual benefits’ but on the creation of multi-

dimensional dependencies among states receiving Chinese investments. In sum, the BRI is not only 

an international development scheme but also a political-military strategy intended to change the 

balance of power in the IOR towards China’s interests. The fact that Beijing - despite the mollifying 

atmosphere of the last Belt and Road Forum - is adopting an increasingly assertive (even aggressive-

coercive) approach so as to project its power, is creating a situation in which a major confrontation 

seems ever more likely.   
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