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a s the united states (us) and north atlantic treaty organisation 
(nato) forces prepare to withdraw or draw down their forces from 
afghanistan in 2014, there is considerable speculation regarding a 

possible power vacuum, questions about who will fill it, and the probable 
implications involved.  Certainly, there are a number of regional players that 
are likely to play a role or to contest for a larger share of the afghan pie.  
however, this issue is not just about afghanistan, but is also about pakistan 
as well, which has become closely linked with afghanistan due to the con-
ditions in the region before and after 9/11. 

this paper considers China’s role in the afghanistan-pakistan sub-region 
from the perspective of how it will add to existing problems or help to 
solve others.  specifically, it will examine some of the projects initiated 
by China in the two countries, in order to: (i) understand the direction 
of China’s on-going and future activities; (ii) understand the nature of 
Chinese political and economic stakes in afghanistan and pakistan; and 
(iii) whether these will strengthen the region or pose greater challenges 
for the us and nato forces, for Europe, and for the governments of 
afghanistan and pakistan, as part of the process of exploration of the 
main sources of tension and fault lines in afghanistan and pakistan and 
the role regional actors, such as China, play in this regard.

the present study will therefore also examine the overall set of challeng-
es faced by afghanistan and pakistan.  the study depends on secondary 
sources for afghanistan and on a mixture of secondary and primary 
sources for pakistan.  the initial sections of the paper will entail an analy-
sis of the state of the region, before entering into a discussion of China’s 
relations, its future investments and the impact its presence and policies 
will have on peace, security and development in the two countries.

The Afghanistan-Pakistan Region

the plan for the withdrawal of nato and us forces in 2014 will pose 
huge challenges for the afghanistan-pakistan region.  this is due to the 
particular conditions of the region, which suffers from heightened mili-
tancy, poor governance, and the relative weakness of state systems. 

Ayesha Siddiqa is an expert on 
political economy of security in 
South Asia, author of “Military Inc”,  
an analysis of Pakistan’s military 
economy



3 
ayEsha siddiqa

1. http://jinnah-institute.org/programs/
strategic-security-program/324-pakis-
tan-the-united-states-and-the-end-
game-in-afghanistan-perceptions-of-
pakistans-foreign-policy-elite

While the weakness of the state in afghanistan is a major problem in restor-
ing peace and stability in the region, pakistan is also no different in many 
ways.  there too, corruption is rampant and law enforcement is weak. 

in afghanistan’s case, the taliban seem to have a better position militarily 
that may strengthen, unless the state has a sustainable and reliable law 
enforcement system and a security apparatus in place.  the weakness 
of the state and its lack of monopoly over violence enhance internal 
political conflict arising out of ethnic divides, ideological divides and 
communal conflict.  a weak state system will not be able to resist other 
problems such as drug trafficking, that seems to have fed the afghan 
war lords: (reportedly, the taliban earned as much as us $ 250 million in 
2008: gretchen 2009: 19).  the problem of drugs and poppy cultivation, 
however, is not restricted to taliban-controlled areas, but is widespread 
in tajik areas as well (khan 2011: 118).  pakistan’s former foreign secre-
tary riaz khan is of the view that the drug mafia is extremely powerful 
and constitutes one of the sources of on-going conflict in afghanistan.  
the illegal drug economy therefore is, and will remain, an independent 
source of financing for the taliban and other warlords who may tower 
above a weak and resource-constrained state.

however, the drug economy is not the only issue. 

there is also the problem of regional states such as pakistan invest-
ing intellectually and otherwise in the survival of the taliban, who, as 
islamabad insists, should be included as part of any political setup in 
kabul.1 their inclusion, it is believed, denotes popular pashtun sentiment, 
thus ensuring representation of the pushtuns, who are an ethnic major-
ity, in afghanistan’s political system.  the taliban are generally considered 
friendly to pakistan as compared to the northern alliance, which is seen as 
having links with india.  the strengthening of the taliban in afghanistan 
thus poses considerable questions regarding the ideological nature of 
the state and society, as well as its impact on religious minorities and on 
women, who suffered greatly under the taliban’s shari’a system of law 
and justice.  moreover, the continued taliban presence is likely to strength-
en the pakistan-based jihadi groups that are spread all over the country 
including in the punjab and sindh provinces, which the state claims to 
have under its writ, in comparison to the tribal areas, where establishing 
state control has always been a problem and which has been enhanced 
since the beginning of the war on terror.  pakistan too has developed 
major law and order problems and increased militancy that directly affects 
the country’s socio-economic development.  Even extensive development 
assistance has not managed to have a substantial positive effect, in part 
due to the rise in ideological, ethnic and sectarian violence. 

China & the Afghanistan-Pakistan Region

Economic development could potentially solve the problems of conflict 
and militancy in both afghanistan and pakistan, where poverty seems 
to be one of the major drivers of violence and instability.  such invest-
ment in the region by major players such as China could help, as it 
could increase the possibility of job creation and thus increase incomes.  
however, it is questionable as to whether the prevailing rampant corrup-
tion in afghanistan would allow the much-expected boost to take place, 
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because – on past performance - powerful segments in the government 
are likely to manipulate the job market.2 the karzai regime, in any case, 
has a very bad reputation as far as financial mismanagement is con-
cerned.  Corruption also tends to deepen instability, as warlords struggle 
to capture and dominate resource distribution. 

nevertheless, an important issue is that of the impact of Chinese interac-
tion with the region, and how it impacts on existing sources of tension 
within both countries.

during a recent conversation with a us diplomat, a Chinese diplomat 
reportedly labelled pakistan as “China’s israel”.3 more than just a state-
ment about the military-strategic ties between beijing and islamabad, 
the statement is symptomatic of China’s growing interest in south asia, 
especially in afghanistan and pakistan.  the partnership between China 
and pakistan will certainly be critical in enhancing beijing’s potential in a 
post-2014 south asia. 

Chinese interest in the region is based on its geo-political and geo-stra-
tegic needs.  While the former pertains to its political competition with 
other emerging asian powers like india, the latter concerns beijing’s great 
need for energy and other resources that are required for expanding 
China’s economic potential.  as a result, China is slowly, gradually, and 
tactfully increasing its presence in afghanistan and pakistan by investing 
in critical sectors such as mining and communication.  it has sought (and 
won) major mining contracts in both countries and is investing in build-
ing dams, road and other strategic infrastructure as well: (the gwadar 
port in pakistan is a case in point).  interestingly, China is expanding 
very cautiously, which means that unlike the us, beijing is not building 
up its military force in afghanistan and pakistan, but instead, is trying 
to develop kabul and islamabad’s own stake in beijing’s presence in the 
region.  instead of providing general economic assistance or military 
support, China is bringing direct investments into the two countries, 
focusing particularly in areas that are most beneficial to Chinese inter-
ests.  according to marco mezzera, sino-pakistan relations are based 
on four types of interest: (i) economic security, (ii) internal security, (iii) 
energy security, and (iv) geo-strategic concerns (mezzera 2011: 9).  We 
argue that this focus is not just limited to pakistan, but extends to the 
entire afghanistan-pakistan region. 

Historic Relations

the nature of current Chinese investment in the afghanistan-pakistan 
region indicates a diversification of its interests as compared to those of 
the past. 

in case of afghanistan, China historically has shown relatively little interest 
in the country till recently.  prior to the soviet invasion of afghanistan in 
1979, the China-afghan border was the only one without conflict (segal 
1981: 1161).  however, afghanistan has now become critical, due to the 
question of China’s xinjiang autonomous region, with a muslim population 
and hence susceptible to unrest and conflict spreading from neighbouring 
countries.  in dealing with the afghanistan-pakistan region, historically 
China has traditionally leaned towards pakistan, with whom it has a mili-
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tary-strategic relationship dating back to the early 1960s, due to islamabad 
and beijing’s common focus on india as a foe.  however, in the past couple 
of decades, the india factor has evolved into other forms.  China is more 
inclined towards building economic and political ties with india, which is 
now beijing’s important trade partner (mezzera 2011: 5), but always with-
out sacrificing relations with pakistan.  the bilateral linkage, in any case, 
is diverse but continues to have considerable emphasis on defence ties.  
pakistan owes its nuclear weapons programme to cooperation with China, 
as well as a major segment of its defence industry.  in the coming years, 
and especially in the context of the future of the afghanistan-pakistan 
region, China and pakistan both have a common interest in supporting 
each other’s presence in the region, as will be discussed below.

Current Relations

Pakistan’s Interests

pakistan hopes to benefit by Chinese presence in afghanistan as a 
counter-balance to indian interest and influence there.  for instance, the 
government of general pervez musharraf actively encouraged Chinese 
investment, in building an alternative seaport in the south western prov-
ince of balochistan at gwadar, to tie Chinese interests with pakistan’s in 
the long run. 

China also considered that pakistan could be “softly” used to challenge 
india, in the same manner as delhi has tried to counter-balance China 
by building ties with vietnam.  in the past decade or so, islamabad has 
very consciously tried to develop Chinese interests in the province of 
balochistan, via inviting Chinese investment to develop an alternative 
seaport in gwadar, which could be used by beijing for its navy when 
required.  this was a strategy deliberately formulated to encourage 
China’s vested interest in pakistan’s security. 

China’s Interests

Currently, Chinese interest in afghanistan and pakistan seems to be 
more than just purely military. there seems to be an increased emphasis 
placed on energy and economic security as well as – domestically - on 
ensuring internal security in the xinjiang autonomous province.  one of 
China’s major domestic security concerns is to ensure that islamists do 
not penetrate the western autonomous region of xinjiang.  bordering on 
afghanistan, this area has experienced unrest in the past decade or more 
as a result of political influence from the region probably inspired by the 
increasing insurgencies in a number of muslim countries.  China, it is 
believed, has expressed its concern to pakistan on several occasions, with 
beijing’s reaction varying from diplomatic protest to extreme annoyance 
expressed in the form of temporary closures of the border with pakistan. 

some analysts take the view that securing its territory from the  influ-
ence of extremists is so critical that beijing is likely to put pressure on the 
pakistani government and military to contain militant forces in the entire 
south asia region, but especially in afghanistan and pakistan.  thus, in 
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the long run, greater Chinese influence in afghanistan and pakistan may 
actually benefit the elimination of the taliban, some of whom are report-
edly currently being supported by pakistan’s military. 

Avoidance of Conflict

there is certainly the possibility that China may use its new partners in 
the afghan government and its old partners in pakistan’s political govern-
ment and in its military, to keep non-state actors away from threatening 
Chinese interests.  interestingly, many of the jihadi groups have shown 
inclinations towards showing restraint as far as China is concerned - as 
opposed to the us - and consider China to be a friend rather an enemy 
despite the difference in religious ideology.4 beijing has also engaged in 
direct negotiations and deals with right-wing religious parties and groups 
like the pakistan-based Jamaat-e-Islami 5 and Jamaat-ud-Dawwa (JuD).  
in case of the latter, China, on the behest of pakistan, blocked any 
adverse move in the united nations (un) security Council against the 
JuD.6 this indicates an active cooperation between pakistan and China 
to manage the militant problem to their mutual advantage.  sources 
also point fingers towards the fact that the taliban present in nooristan 
(pakistan) have not tried to obstruct the Chinese presence in nearby 
gilgit-baltistan.7 this, they believe, indicates some form of tacit under-
standing between the two sets of actors.  in this regard, this approach 
may have long term implications, as these partners could work as a buff-
er in the afghanistan-pakistan region between China and its competitors 
like india.

such co-existence appears to be part of beijing’s two-pronged approach 
of building ties with state and non-state actors in the region, as well as 
enhancing its presence mainly through indirect economic investment. 

this strategy makes the Chinese presence appear relatively benign, espe-
cially in comparison to pakistani and afghan perceptions of the us and 
nato’s military presence.  China has shown no signs of wishing to help 
the us and nato forces or even the karzai government.  reportedly, 
beijing has refused to provide any active political support to the afghan 
government.  instead, it expects kabul to sort out its problems itself with 
the various warlords (pantucci 2011).  this is generally the approach that 
beijing has adopted towards the problem of militants and militancy in 
the entire region, with avoidance of confrontation being a key element. 

Strategic Economic Importance

the desire to seek both state and non-state partners in the region per-
tains to beijing’s effort to smooth its access to the afghanistan-pakistan 
region, which seems to have become critical due to the economic 
resource potential. 

the afghanistan and pakistan region is critical as both a transit route for 
energy supply and a trade corridor, as well as a source of vital mineral 
resources for China.  the gwadar port in particular is important as one 
of the sources for fulfilling China’s growing energy needs.  by 2003, 
China emerged as the second largest consumer of oil (mezzera 2011: 
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5), a need which will grow steadily as beijing industrialises and develops 
economically.  under these circumstances, gwadar could be used for 
bringing crude from the gulf and the middle East.  this route is vital, 
especially from the perspective of developing western regions of China 
that have better accessibility from pakistan than from China’s eastern 
ports like shanghai.  gwadar and karachi could play a vital role in both 
bringing energy into the region and in feeding Chinese products into the 
world market.  although the autonomous region of xinjiang was histori-
cally not significant and its development generally ignored (segal 1981: 
1162), developing this region may now be crucial, to curb internal politi-
cal unrest. 

however, the greatest significance of the region lies in its natural wealth, 
which China sees as being required to further boost the Chinese position 
as a regional and global power. 

although beijing is slowly developing its military potential, evolving its 
economic potential still remains the vital component of China’s “great 
power” strategy.  both afghanistan and pakistan fall in the belt of the 
“tethyan magmatic arc”, which extends from mongolia to pakistan to 
turkey and carries minerals like copper, gold, zinc, lead, iron ore, alumin-
ium etc.  Copper, for instance, is a critical mineral required for industrial 
development.  the various mining agreements that China has signed 
with kabul and islamabad underscore this interest. 

in 2007, China signed a contract with kabul for the aynak copper depos-
it, estimated to be worth us $ 80 billion.  the Chinese state-owned 
China metallurgical group has a us $ 3.5 billion copper mining venture 
in logar province.  reportedly, the Chinese bid includes building a 400-
megawatt, coal-fired power plant and a freight railroad passing from 
western China through tajikistan and afghanistan to pakistan.  the plant 
is considered necessary to generate electricity for mining and extraction.  
the rail link will contribute to supplying the mineral resources to western 
China to be used for the region’s development.8 in addition, the Chinese 
companies ZtE Corporation and huawei are building up their presence in 
the telecommunication sector in afghanistan.9

a similar presence is being built in pakistan where Chinese companies 
have been investing in mining, building dams, roads and telecommuni-
cation infrastructure.  in fact, the recent Chinese interest in pakistan is 
of a different nature to that of the past.  the linkage no longer revolves 
around military ties, but rather on beijing’s growing interest in the 
region’s resources. 

pakistan has impressive mineral reserves. there are currently 5,000 
operational mines in the country, employing nearly 300,000 workers.  it 
has the world’s 5th largest reserve of coal (184 billion tons) and has large 
reserves of copper, zinc, lead, and aluminium.  according to dr shaukat 
hamid khan,10 the country’s copper reserves are huge and if properly 
explored, could turn the country from a “cotton” (producing) country 
to a “copper”(producing) country.11 China has already started working 
towards exploiting these resources, starting from the saindek copper 
mining project, awarded to it in 2001/02.  official sources and others in 
the mining industry predict that China will also be able to win the con-
tract for the largest copper and gold mine at reko dik, balochistan.12 
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besides mining, Chinese companies are heavily involved in the oil and 
gas sector in pakistan.  there are about seven Chinese companies cur-
rently operating there spread across various locations, primarily in three 
provinces of khyber-pakhtunkhwa, involved in mining; sindh (mainly oil 
and gas and mining); and balochistan (mining and road construction), 
with fewer projects in punjab which are primarily limited to the private 
sector.  it is also operating projects in gilgit-baltistan and azad kashmir, 
including dams and road construction, such as the karakorum highway. 

these projects are meant to be mutually beneficial.  however, the extent 
of the relative benefits for the recipient states is an issue worth evaluating. 

Bull in the China Shop: The Chinese Investment/Expansion Model 

it is, however, questionable whether Chinese investment in the 
afghanistan-pakistan region will automatically result in a seamless socio-
economic development.  this is due to the existing problems in the 
regional states and the nature of Chinese expansion. 

rampant corruption, poor governance and deficiencies in planning in 
both afghanistan and pakistan make the region highly vulnerable to 
exploitation and poor management of resources.  indeed, poor govern-
ance may actually in certain cases make Chinese investment a bane 
rather then a boon.  for instance, beijing’s investment in projects, as is 
obvious from numerous cases in pakistan, may not necessarily enhance 
the country’s human resource potential or its technological capabili-
ties, since the jobs being created are mostly for unskilled or semi-skilled 
workers.  Chinese companies tend to bring their own workforce, par-
ticularly in technical areas.  Currently, the number of Chinese workers 
in pakistan is estimated to be around 30,000.13 such a presence tends 
to contribute to existing socio-political conflicts, due to the linguistic 
and cultural inability of these workers to interact with the local popula-
tion, thus giving them the aura of being representatives of the central 
state, which in certain cases, is viewed as an exploiter.  this particularly 
applies to China’s investment in the mining sector in a province such as 
balochistan, which already has an existing insurgency problem that has 
been running for decades. 

a representative of a local ngo in the saidek area of balochistan, 
where China has mining interests, complained about the Chinese com-
pany making minimal investments in the socio-economic development 
of the people and the area.14 similar reservations have been expressed 
in the context of apprehensions about the riko dik mining project being 
awarded to China.  the circumstances surrounding the award of saindek 
project to a Chinese company in 2001 and the cancellation of the riko 
dik contract previously awarded to the tethyan Copper Company (tCC) 
in 2011 are viewed as suspect.15 discomfort has also been expressed 
about the nature of China’s expansion in gilgit-baltistan, where numer-
ous Chinese companies have engaged in various projects leading to 
the speculation that they may actually represent the Chinese military. 
although such rumours are usually denounced as indian propaganda, 
local people were of the view that they may in fact not be too far off 
the mark, as a lot of the Chinese workers in the area appear to have had 
military training or to be military personnel in civilian clothing.16 
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sources have also expressed reservations about Chinese business prac-
tices and their impact in perpetuating an environment of financial 
mismanagement in the region.  for example, sources have pointed to 
kickbacks in certain oil and gas deals in sindh17 and violation of public 
procurement rules while awarding contracts to various Chinese com-
panies.18 the organisation transparency international pakistan has also 
pointed out discrepancies in certain contracts awarded to Chinese 
companies, in writing to the national accountability bureau (nab) of 
pakistan.  While it is clear that such irregularities can occur in other cases 
too, in part due to inherent state weaknesses, as previously discussed, 
the risk may be higher in the case of Chinese involvement due to the 
strategic dependence of pakistan - and increasingly, of afghanistan - on 
beijing’s largesse.  there is, in any case, pakistani discomfort with what is 
viewed as the Chinese monopoly on oil and gas drilling in pakistan.  this 
is sharpened further due to the relatively poor quality of Chinese technol-
ogy in the oil and gas sector, which is none the less apparently preferred 
by the government to that from other better quality sources.19 such 
conditions add to the existing concerns around pressures on pakistan’s 
small and medium enterprises, due to the free trade agreement signed 
between islamabad and beijing in 2006. 

these issues raise the question that an imbalanced strategic relationship 
may benefit China, but at the cost of the weaker states of afghanistan 
and pakistan.  the latter two appear to lack the potential to negotiate 
sufficiently aggressively with beijing to ensure, for instance, that mineral 
exploration and extraction of the resources carry equal benefit or bring 
greater dividends to the region being exploited.  at present, Chinese 
investment in both countries seems similar to its operations in africa, 
where the emphasis is on exploitation of resources, rather than on genu-
ine development.  thus, the region appears as a potential “economic 
colony” more than benefiting from an equal-opportunity partnership.

Conclusion 

China is certainly an emerging force in the afghanistan-pakistan region.  
thus far, its obvious interests pertain to achieving economic gains, ful-
filling domestic security needs and those in the region which pertain 
to China’s economic and domestic security concerns.  in fact, the two 
options can be viewed as linked because possible economic develop-
ment in afghanistan and pakistan may reduce security risks for China.  
however, then there is the question of beijing’s military and strategic 
interests in the region, as well, which translate into competition with 
india over control of afghanistan. 

China and india are likely to compete for greater attention of the gov-
ernment in kabul through investment of resources.  given the level of 
financial mismanagement, cultivating personal stakes in the afghan 
leadership may play an important role.  the other method, of course, 
is through investing in and aligning with pakistan’s military-strategic 
interests, which China is better placed to do than either india or the us.  
Whilst looking out for its own domestic security interests, beijing has 
not hindered islamabad’s approach of cultivating the taliban and vying 
for the inclusion of the group of non-state actors in afghan politics.  it 
would appear that China seeks security for its own interests through 
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cultivating the pakistani army as a possible filter, along with seeking part-
nerships with a number of non-state actors.  this approach, however, has 
its potential long-term repercussions, because the underlying assump-
tion is that the taliban and other jihadis can be dissuaded away from 
violence.  this is indeed a risky plan which could fail - with consequent 
implications for the security and social structures of the entire region.

the other strategy used by China to build its presence in the region 
- financial investment, primarily in the mining sector - would see a 
post-2014 afghanistan, and a pakistan, in which China would be a key 
investor.  although pakistan would want to see a more direct investment 
in its economy through financial aid, this is unlikely to be a path, which 
beijing would want to tread.  none the less, the current strategy is not 
without its flaws.  there is a risk of exploitation of resources without 
substantive dividends in terms of human resources and value-added 
infrastructure development.  Whilst kabul may be close its eyes to an 
imbalanced development due to the lure of money, pakistan has its 
long-standing relationship with beijing to blame for this attitude.  thus, 
there is the risk of Chinese investment yielding short-term gains for both 
afghanistan and pakistan, which in themselves may eventually be dilut-
ed, because beijing’s investments would strengthen oligarchies, rather 
than society and the two states as a whole.  the attitude of Chinese 
investment and commercial enterprises towards the ordinary people is 
different from its reaction towards the elite with whom connections are 
being built up that may eventually turn them into beijing’s clients. 

the above may establish a pattern of development that would, in turn, 
bring greater domestic disparities within these states, which could lead to 
conflict and violence as we already see in certain parts of these countries.  
under the circumstances, there is a likelihood of further weakening of 
both states but with a substantial increase in Chinese influence in both, 
as well.  this would also mean that the problems posed by drug and 
other mafias in these countries will continue for a long time to come.  
China’s strategy in afghanistan and pakistan may indicate a build-up of 
its political might with minimal military or financial cost, and maximum 
gain, but at the expense of domestic stability in both countries. 
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