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CPEC and Its Socio-Economic Impact on Gilgit-Baltistan: A Critical
Review

Abstract
The China-Pakistan Economic Corridor (CPEC), a flagship project of China's Belt
and Road Initiative (BRI), is a transformative development program that aims to
enhance regional connectivity and economic growth. Gilgit-Baltistan (GB), a
strategically important region in northern Pakistan, serves as a crucial gateway for
CPEC, linking China’s Xinjiang province to Pakistan. This critical review
examines the socio-economic impact of CPEC on GB, highlighting both its
potential benefits and challenges. On the positive side, CPEC has spurred
infrastructure development, improved road networks, and facilitated trade
opportunities, leading to increased tourism and investment in GB. The project has
created employment opportunities for the local population and improved access to
markets, fostering economic growth. Furthermore, energy projects under CPEC
aim to address power shortages, enhancing industrial and commercial activities in
the region. However, concerns remain regarding the equitable distribution of
benefits, environmental degradation, and socio-political implications. Local
communities often fear marginalization, as major economic gains appear to favor
external investors rather than indigenous populations. The large-scale
infrastructure projects pose ecological threats to GB’s fragile environment,
potentially affecting water resources and biodiversity. Political and legal
ambiguities regarding GB’s constitutional status further complicate the full
realization of CPEC’s benefits, raising concerns about governance and local
representation in decision-making processes. This review underscores the need for
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an inclusive development strategy that prioritizes the interests of GB’s local
population. Sustainable policies, environmental safeguards, and greater political
integration are essential for ensuring that CPEC serves as a catalyst for balanced
and long-term socio-economic progress.
Keywords: CPEC, Gilgit-Baltistan Socio-Economic Impact, Infrastructure
Development Sustainable Growth
Introduction
The China-Pakistan Economic Corridor (CPEC) is a multi-billion-dollar initiative
under China’s Belt and Road Initiative (BRI), designed to enhance regional
connectivity, trade, and economic development. Stretching from China’s Xinjiang
province to Pakistan’s Gwadar Port, CPEC passes through Gilgit-Baltistan (GB),
making the region a critical gateway for this ambitious project. Given GB’s
strategic location and abundant natural resources, CPEC has the potential to bring
significant socio-economic transformation to the area.

The development of infrastructure, energy projects, and trade routes under
CPEC is expected to create employment opportunities, boost local businesses, and
improve living standards in GB. The region, which has long suffered from
economic marginalization and infrastructural neglect, stands to benefit from better
road networks, increased tourism, and enhanced market access. Additionally,
energy projects aimed at reducing power shortages can stimulate industrial growth,
leading to long-term economic sustainability. However, the project also raises
concerns regarding environmental degradation, displacement of local communities,
and unequal distribution of economic benefits. Many locals fear that large-scale
investments and external influence may sideline indigenous populations, limiting
their share in economic gains. Moreover, GB’s constitutional ambiguity within
Pakistan creates challenges in governance and representation, raising questions
about policy-making and resource allocation. The critically examines the socio-
economic impact of CPEC on Gilgit-Baltistan, exploring both its opportunities and
challenges. By assessing the implications of CPEC in light of economic, social, and
environmental factors, this study aims to provide a comprehensive understanding
of how the corridor affects the region and what measures can be taken to ensure
inclusive and sustainable development.

The economic benefits, social implications, and environmental concerns
associated with CPEC, this study aims to provide a comprehensive assessment of
the corridor’s role in shaping GB’s future. It further emphasizes the need for
inclusive policies, environmental safeguards, and equitable economic distribution
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to ensure that CPEC serves as a catalyst for sustainable and balanced development
in the region.
Social Impact of CPEC on Gilgit-Baltistan
Introduction
The China-Pakistan Economic Corridor (CPEC), a flagship project of China’s Belt
and Road Initiative (BRI), has brought significant economic and infrastructural
developments to Pakistan. Among the regions most affected by CPEC is Gilgit-
Baltistan (GB), a strategically located area that serves as the gateway to the
corridor. The region, known for its breathtaking landscapes and rich cultural
heritage, is experiencing profound social changes due to increased connectivity,
economic opportunities, and infrastructural development. While CPEC has the
potential to uplift the socio-economic conditions of Gilgit-Baltistan by improving
employment, tourism, and trade, it also raises concerns regarding environmental
sustainability, demographic shifts, and cultural preservation.
Cultural and Demographic Changes
The increased economic activity and infrastructure development associated with
CPEC have led to significant cultural and demographic shifts in GB. The migration
of laborers and business communities from other parts of Pakistan has introduced
new cultural influences, sometimes creating tensions between local traditions and
external practices (Ali, 2020). While economic growth brings exposure to diverse
ideas and lifestyles, it also raises concerns about the erosion of indigenous
languages, customs, and social structures (Ahmed, 2021). Additionally, the influx
of non-local populations has contributed to rising property prices and changes in
the traditional land ownership patterns, further impacting the local communities
(Hussain, 2019). Increased economic activity has led to the migration of labor and
business communities from other parts of Pakistan, influencing the cultural fabric
of GB. This shift raises concerns about preserving indigenous identities and
traditions.
Education and Skill Development
The foreign investment and infrastructural expansion, there is a growing need for
skilled labor. Educational institutions in GB are increasingly focusing on
vocational training to meet this demand. Several new technical institutes and
universities have been established to equip the local workforce with skills in
engineering, information technology, and logistics (Mehmood & Karim, 2021).
However, challenges remain, including limited access to quality education in
remote areas and a skills gap that prevents locals from fully benefiting from
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emerging job opportunities. Collaborative programs between Chinese and
Pakistani educational institutions are being explored to address these gaps and
ensure that the local population is prepared for new economic roles (Iqbal, 2022).
The foreign investment and infrastructural expansion, there is a growing need for
skilled labor. Educational institutions in GB are increasingly focusing on
vocational training to meet this demand.
Healthcare Improvements
CPEC-driven economic growth has led to improvements in healthcare
infrastructure. New hospitals and clinics are being established, improving access to
medical facilities for the local population. CPEC-driven economic growth has led
to improvements in healthcare infrastructure. New hospitals and clinics are being
established, improving access to medical facilities for the local population. Several
mobile health units have also been introduced to serve remote areas where
healthcare services were previously inadequate (Rashid & Farooq, 2021).
Additionally, increased funding has facilitated the expansion of medical training
programs, helping to address the shortage of healthcare professionals in GB.
However, concerns remain regarding the sustainability of these improvements, as
many healthcare initiatives rely on temporary funding rather than long-term
strategic planning (Tariq, 2023).
Economic Impact of CPEC on Gilgit-Baltistan
Infrastructure Development
Infrastructure development plays a pivotal role in the economic growth and
overall well-being of nations. It encompasses the creation, improvement, and
maintenance of critical systems such as transportation networks, energy systems,
water and sewage services, and communication networks. These systems not only
enable the efficient movement of goods and services but also foster connectivity,
enhancing both domestic and international trade. Furthermore, investment in
infrastructure is directly linked to job creation and poverty alleviation, as it creates
employment opportunities in construction, design, and engineering sectors.
Infrastructure development also supports sustainability by ensuring that cities and
rural areas have access to the basic necessities needed for a healthy, functioning
society (Baig, 2021).

In addition to its direct economic benefits, infrastructure development is
crucial for social advancement. Access to reliable infrastructure is a key
determinant of public health, education, and overall quality of life. For instance,
improved transportation systems reduce travel time, which contributes to more
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productive work hours, while quality healthcare and education facilities increase
the overall human capital of a region. Moreover, sustainable infrastructure
development, which considers environmental impact, is becoming increasingly
important in the face of climate change. Governments and international bodies are
increasingly prioritizing green infrastructure projects that integrate renewable
energy and energy-efficient technologies to reduce the carbon footprint.

One of the most significant benefits of CPEC in GB is the development of
infrastructure, including roads, bridges, and energy projects. The improvement of
the Karakoram Highway has enhanced connectivity, facilitating trade and tourism.
Additionally, the construction of new highways and tunnels has reduced travel
time and increased accessibility to remote areas, further integrating GB into
national and international markets (Ahmed,2021). The establishment of
hydroelectric power projects has also contributed to addressing the region's
chronic energy shortages, improving both industrial and domestic electricity
supply (Zafar, 2020). However, concerns remain regarding the environmental
impact of these developments, including deforestation and habitat disruption.
Trade and Business Opportunities
CPEC has opened avenues for local businesses by increasing cross-border trade
with China. Entrepreneurs in GB have access to new markets, leading to economic
diversification and growth. The establishment of trade hubs and industrial zones
along the CPEC route has facilitated the expansion of small and medium
enterprises (SMEs), allowing local businesses to thrive (Kamal & Yousaf, 2021).
Additionally, improvements in logistics and supply chain networks have enabled
agricultural producers and artisans from GB to export their goods to national and
international markets (Rehman, 2022). However, challenges remain, including the
dominance of larger corporations, which may limit opportunities for smaller local
businesses to compete effectively.
Employment Generation
The construction and operational phases of CPEC projects have created numerous
employment opportunities for the local population. The expansion of industries,
tourism, and trade hubs has contributed to increased job availability in various
sectors, including construction, hospitality, and transportation (Khalid &
Mehmood, 2021). Additionally, the development of special economic zones (SEZs)
in GB has encouraged investment, further generating direct and indirect
employment. However, concerns persist regarding the equitable distribution of
these opportunities. There is a risk that local communities may not fully benefit
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due to a lack of necessary skills or external workforce influx (Ali, 2022).
Addressing these disparities requires targeted policies to prioritize local hiring and
skill development programs to ensure sustainable employment for the people of
GB.
Challenges and Risks
Environmental Challenges
The Environmental challenges refer to a wide range of issues impacting the
natural world, from climate change to pollution and biodiversity loss. These
challenges require global attention and action across various sectors, including
energy, transportation, agriculture, and policy. Environmental challenges have
become one of the most pressing issues facing the world today. The increasing
levels of pollution, climate change, deforestation, and loss of biodiversity threaten
the balance of ecosystems, human health, and global economies. The effects of
these challenges are widespread, with vulnerable communities and developing
countries often bearing the brunt of their impact. Climate change, for instance, is
responsible for rising temperatures, more frequent extreme weather events, and
sea-level rise, all of which have devastating consequences for agriculture,
infrastructure, and human livelihoods. Deforestation, driven by urbanization,
agricultural expansion, and logging, further exacerbates climate change, as forests
act as carbon sinks. Loss of biodiversity also threatens vital ecosystem services like
pollination, clean water, and soil fertility, which are essential for human survival
and economic stability (Rockström et al., 2009).

Another significant environmental challenge is the issue of pollution,
which affects air, water, and soil quality globally. Industrialization, improper
waste management, and the overuse of chemicals have led to an increase in toxic
emissions and waste, contaminating ecosystems and causing health problems for
millions of people worldwide. Plastic pollution, in particular, has become an
alarming issue, with millions of tons of plastic waste entering oceans each year,
endangering marine life and entering the food chain. Water scarcity is also
emerging as a critical challenge, exacerbated by population growth,
mismanagement of water resources, and climate change. Freshwater sources are
increasingly under stress, threatening agriculture, drinking water supplies, and
overall human well-being (UNEP, 2019). Addressing these environmental
challenges requires coordinated global efforts, sustainable development practices,
and a commitment to reducing human impact on the planet
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Political and Governance Challenges
Political and governance challenges are significant barriers to effective decision-
making and sustainable development worldwide. In many regions, weak
governance structures, corruption, lack of transparency, and inadequate rule of
law hinder the effective implementation of policies and development programs.
One key challenge is the lack of political stability, where frequent changes in
government or political unrest undermine long-term development initiatives and
social cohesion. In some countries, corruption in both public and private sectors
leads to the misallocation of resources, impacting the quality of public services
such as healthcare, education, and infrastructure. Corruption also discourages
foreign investments, as investors seek stable and transparent environments for
their operations. Furthermore, poor governance often leads to unequal
distribution of resources and opportunities, exacerbating inequalities within
societies, including access to basic needs like clean water, healthcare, and
education (Transparency International, 2020).

Another critical issue is the lack of inclusive governance, where
marginalized groups, such as ethnic minorities, women, and indigenous
populations, are often excluded from decision-making processes. This exclusion
fosters social unrest and inequality, as these groups may feel that their rights and
interests are not being adequately represented or protected. Additionally, the
globalization of governance has created new challenges, as international
organizations and foreign governments increasingly influence national policies,
sometimes undermining local sovereignty and the capacity of governments to
manage their own affairs. In some regions, the inability to address climate change
and socio-economic inequality through effective governance can lead to growing
frustration and protests, further destabilizing the political environment (Acemoglu
& Robinson, 2012). Political and governance challenges require reforms that
promote transparency, accountability, and the active participation of all citizens in
political processes.
Socio-Cultural Risks
Socio-cultural risks, including displacement and marginalization, represent
significant challenges in regions affected by large-scale infrastructure projects,
industrialization, or urban development. Displacement often occurs when local
populations are forced to leave their homes due to construction or development,
such as the building of roads, dams, or industrial facilities. This forced relocation
can disrupt deeply rooted community structures, social networks, and traditional
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ways of life. Displaced individuals often face difficulties in adjusting to new
environments, particularly if they are moved to areas with fewer economic
opportunities, inadequate housing, or a lack of access to essential services like
education, healthcare, and clean water. The trauma associated with displacement
can also lead to psychological and social problems, as people lose their sense of
identity, history, and connection to their homeland. This issue is particularly acute
in developing countries, where governance structures may not effectively address
the needs of displaced populations (Cernea, 2000).

In addition to displacement, marginalization is a significant socio-cultural
risk faced by vulnerable groups, including ethnic minorities, indigenous peoples,
and women, who are often excluded from the benefits of development projects.
Marginalization occurs when these groups are left out of decision-making
processes and do not have a voice in the planning and implementation of
development initiatives. This exclusion can lead to further socio-economic
inequalities, as marginalized communities are unable to access opportunities for
education, employment, and healthcare. The lack of representation in governance
often results in the erosion of cultural identities and traditional practices, leading
to social unrest and cultural assimilation pressures. Marginalization can also result
in political and economic disenfranchisement, with these groups having limited
access to justice or compensation for the negative impacts of development projects.
Addressing marginalization requires ensuring the inclusion of all communities in
development processes and protecting their rights through legal and political
mechanisms (Binns, 2008).
Conclusion
The China-Pakistan Economic Corridor (CPEC) offers considerable opportunities
for the socio-economic transformation of Gilgit-Baltistan, a region with vast
potential for growth. The infrastructure projects under CPEC, including highways,
energy plants, and communication networks, are expected to improve regional
connectivity, boost trade, and create job opportunities. These advancements are
likely to foster economic development, reduce poverty, and enhance the quality of
life for local populations by providing access to better services and markets.
However, the extent to which these benefits will be realized depends on careful
planning and execution, ensuring that the projects are not only technologically
advanced but also inclusive and culturally sensitive.
Despite the potential benefits, the implementation of CPEC in Gilgit-Baltistan is
not without challenges. There are concerns regarding the displacement of local
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communities, environmental degradation, and the potential exploitation of the
region’s natural resources. Additionally, the lack of sufficient local involvement in
decision-making processes has raised doubts about whether the benefits of CPEC
will be equitably distributed among the region's residents. Without addressing
these issues, the development could inadvertently lead to social tensions and
economic disparity. Therefore, it is crucial for policymakers to ensure that local
communities are actively engaged in the development process and that their
interests are safeguarded.

To maximize the positive socio-economic impact of CPEC on Gilgit-
Baltistan, a comprehensive and balanced approach must be adopted. This includes
not only infrastructural development but also initiatives that promote social equity,
environmental sustainability, and cultural preservation. Moreover, transparent
governance and mechanisms for local participation are essential for ensuring that
the development process is inclusive and beneficial for all stakeholders. If these
factors are effectively integrated, CPEC has the potential to transform Gilgit-
Baltistan into a prosperous and sustainable region, contributing to Pakistan’s
overall economic growth while preserving the region's unique heritage and
environment. The China-Pakistan Economic Corridor (CPEC) presents significant
opportunities for the socio-economic development of Gilgit-Baltistan, it is
essential to approach its implementation with a comprehensive and balanced
perspective. The potential benefits of enhanced infrastructure, job creation, and
regional connectivity can transform the area into a thriving economic hub.
However, careful consideration must be given to the challenges that accompany
such large-scale projects, such as environmental sustainability, local displacement,
and cultural preservation. For CPEC to truly benefit Gilgit-Baltistan, the
development process must prioritize inclusivity, sustainability, and equitable
distribution of resources. Active participation from local communities in decision-
making processes, alongside transparent governance, will foster trust and ensure
that the region’s unique cultural heritage and environmental integrity are
respected. Moreover, investment in human capital through education and skills
development will empower the local workforce to fully capitalize on the
opportunities created by the corridor.

The mage project has the potential to reshape the future of Gilgit-Baltistan,
but its success depends on striking a balance between economic growth and the
well-being of local communities. By addressing challenges proactively and
adopting strategies that promote fairness and sustainability, Gilgit-Baltistan can
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harness the full socio-economic potential of CPEC, creating a legacy of
development that benefits future generations.
Recommendations:
Inclusive Decision-Making and Local Involvement
It is crucial to ensure that local communities in Gilgit-Baltistan are actively
involved in the planning and implementation of CPEC projects. This can be
achieved by establishing platforms for consultation and dialogue, where local
stakeholders, including community leaders, NGOs, and citizens, can voice their
concerns and contribute to decision-making. Ensuring that local populations have
a say in the development process will not only make the projects more socially
acceptable but also ensure that the benefits are distributed equitably.
Environmental Impact Assessment and Sustainability
The region’s delicate ecosystem, a comprehensive environmental impact
assessment (EIA) must be conducted for all CPEC projects in Gilgit-Baltistan. The
government should prioritize green infrastructure and sustainable development
practices that minimize the environmental footprint of the projects. This could
include using renewable energy sources, implementing eco-friendly construction
methods, and preserving the region’s natural resources and biodiversity.
Job Creation and Skills Development
To maximize the socio-economic benefits of CPEC, efforts should be made to
provide skill-building programs for local communities. This includes training
programs for youth and women in areas such as construction, engineering,
tourism, and technical skills that are relevant to the CPEC projects. By investing in
human capital, the local workforce will be better equipped to take advantage of
the employment opportunities created by CPEC, reducing unemployment and
enhancing the region’s economic self-sufficiency.
Protection of Cultural Heritage and Social Identity
As CPEC progresses, it is important to ensure that the cultural heritage and social
identity of the Gilgit-Baltistan region are protected. This can be achieved by
incorporating cultural preservation initiatives into development plans and
ensuring that infrastructure projects do not disrupt local traditions, religious
practices, or heritage sites. Promoting cultural tourism could also be a way to
generate revenue while preserving and celebrating the region’s unique heritage.
Monitoring and Transparent Governance
The Establishing a robust monitoring and accountability framework is essential for
the successful implementation of CPEC projects. The government should ensure
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that there are clear mechanisms for tracking the progress of the projects and their
socio-economic impact on local communities. Transparency in the allocation of
resources, land acquisition processes, and the distribution of benefits will help
mitigate corruption and build trust among local populations. Regular audits and
public reporting can ensure that CPEC developments remain aligned with the
interests of Gilgit-Baltistan’s residents.
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