—
LN CAST CASD
( ) CANADA-ASIA SUIVI DE LA
) SUSTAINABILITY DURABILITE
N TRACKER CANADA-ASIE
N—

NOVEMBER 25, 2022

China’s debt diplomacy
plunges Pakistani fishing

community into troubled

waters

THE TAKEAWAY

Illegal trawling and overfishing continue to plague the
Pakistani port city of Gwadar, triggering new waves of
mass protests by residents. The protests highlight the
excessive Pakistani security presence in Balochistan,
which is geographically Pakistan’s largest province,
but economically the poorest. The demonstrations
also underscore the plight of the local ethnic Baloch
people and their increasing dissatisfaction with
China-Pakistan Economic Corridor (CPEC) projects
that, according to locals, bring them little benefit.
Ahead of next year’s general elections, Pakistan faces
a unique push and pull between the need to address
its economic crisis amid rising debt and the need to

listen to urgent public demands.

IN BRIEF

Gwadar is home to some 90,000 residents and has

been the centre of an almost month-long protest

against non-local fisherfolk overfishing in the port
city’s waters and over the government’s inability to
preserve the basic living conditions and safeguard
the fishing rights of local fisherfolk. A Baloch cleric
led the demonstrations, which included fisherfolk,

labourers, and young students who threatened to

block CPEC projects, a flagship of China’s Belt and
Road Initiative, if the government failed to meet their
demands. The protesters demanded the provision

of basic facilities for locals such as water, power,
better education, and an end to unnecessary military

checkpoints in the region.

IMPLICATIONS

At the heart of the protests is the disaffection felt

by Balochistan residents towards the Pakistani
civilian-military administration. Decades of resource
extractions by the elitist civilian-military Pakistani
government, coupled with the excessive presence of
military forces in the geographically ‘inhospitable’
province, have left the ethnic Balochs dispossessed
and disgruntled. Adding to the residents’ precarious
position is the displacement caused by the CPEC
projects, which have been underway since 2013

and are worth around C$87 billion (14.527 trillion
Pakistani rupees). According to researchers, the CPEC
projects in Gwadar hold a strategic value for China.
The projects, once completed, will allow China access
to the Indian Ocean, creating an alternative route for

shipments headed to China via the Strait of Hormuz.
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https://cast.asiapacific.ca/timeline/event/1568
https://balochistan.gov.pk/explore-balochistan/about-balochistan/
https://cpec.gov.pk/gwadar
https://cpec.gov.pk/gwadar
https://www.wilsoncenter.org/blog-post/chinas-geopolitical-gambit-gwadar
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Figure 1: Timeline of recent protests against
CPEC projects in Pakistan

June 14, 2021 '—l

Activists, civilians, students,
and fisherfolk rally against
issuing fishing licences to
Chinese trawlers in Gwadar.

@®——= August 20, 2021

Activists and students
stage a demonstration in
Gwadar against illegal
fishing by Chinese trawlers.

February 23, 2022 *—@

Women and children
protest in Chagai against a
Chinese company for
imposing strict COVID-19
restrictions.

@®——° May 12, 2022

Give Rights to Gwadar
movement celebrates the
attacker who targeted
Chinese nationals in
Karachi.

May 16, 2022 *—@®

Gwadar locals protest the
arrest of women over the
killing of Chinese nationals.

@®———= October 8, 2022

Locals, fisherfolk, and Give
Rights to Gwadar activists
rally against Chinese
trawlers, demanding basic
amenities such as water,
power, housing.

In a city where the majority of the population
depends on the fishing industry, the federal
government’s scheme to award fishing rights to
Chinese trawlers has raised public concerns and led to

visible dissatisfaction with CPEC projects, irrespective
of their potential to generate job opportunities.
Illegal trawling has been an issue in the region since
the 1960s, and in 2021, the Balochistan provincial
government banned illegal fishing/trawling within
12 nautical miles of Gwadar’s shores. However, local
fisherfolk continue to face competition from the
neighbouring province of Sindh and international
vessels, including Chinese vessels. This, when
combined with the fact that 91 per cent of the
revenue generated from operations at the Gwadar
port will go to a Chinese state-owned company, has

led to multiple peaceful protests against the Pakistani
state and China (Figure 1), as well as violent attacks
that have killed more than 20 Chinese workers since
2015. In response, Pakistan enhanced security in

the province by stationing around 15,000 security
personnel around Chinese workers. Balochistan

has also been home to separatist movements

since Pakistan’s independence in 1947, and Baloch
separatist groups routinely carry out attacks on
Pakistani security forces (Figure 2).
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Figure 2: Organized political violence involving
Baloch separatist groups 2020-2022
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WHAT'S NEXT

1. Future of the port city
Out of the 14 proposed CPEC projects in Gwadar,

only four have been declared completed. The

locals have been protesting for years, and while
the government promised to act on various
demands, it has often underdelivered. In June
2022, to mitigate public outrage against foreign
interest, Pakistani Prime Minister Shehbaz
Sharif provided 2,000 engines to local fisherfolk,
pledged to replace all old water pipes, and
announced the development of a 0.81-square

kilometre residential colony for Gwadar
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https://www.thethirdpole.net/en/livelihoods/gwadar-fishers-fearful-as-china-eyes-pakistans-fisheries/
https://thediplomat.com/2022/06/they-own-the-ocean-gwadars-struggle-with-illegal-fishing/
https://thediplomat.com/2022/09/china-is-unnerved-by-increasing-attacks-on-chinese-in-pakistan/
https://acleddata.com/2020/09/04/rising-organized-political-violence-in-balochistan-a-resurgence-of-baloch-separatism/
https://cpec.gov.pk/gwadar
https://thediplomat.com/2019/04/will-chinas-plans-for-gwadar-destroy-fishermens-livelihood/
https://tribune.com.pk/story/2363238/pm-announces-incentives-in-whirlwind-gwadar-tour

fisherfolk. With warming ocean temperatures
due to climate change and continued overfishing,
Gwadar’s local fishing industry remains
threatened.

Upcoming elections and Pakistan’s debts to
China

The port city’s strategic importance for China
and Pakistan has superseded local protests.
However, with the upcoming 2023 general
elections, it will be interesting to observe the
political positioning on CPEC projects against the
backdrop of Pakistan owing almost 30 per cent
of its foreign debt to China (C$40 billion, or 6.7
trillion Pakistani rupees). It should be noted that
Gwadar’s CPEC projects are primarily funded
through grants, not loans. In early 2020, China
accused the Imran Khan-led Pakistan Tehreek-e-
Insaf (PTI) government of stalling CPEC projects.
As Pakistan’s economic crisis continues, CPEC
and Chinese investments are expected to play a
significant role on next year’s general election

campaign trail.
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https://www.bloomberg.com/news/articles/2022-09-02/china-s-funding-to-pakistan-stands-at-30-of-foreign-debt
https://www.gmfus.org/sites/default/files/Small%2520-%2520China%2520Pakistan%2520CPEC%2520-%252023%2520September.pdf
https://thediplomat.com/2022/04/the-rise-fall-and-rise-of-the-pakistan-tehreek-e-insaf/
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