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The outbreak of coronavirus has halted business operations across the globe. With 

governments issuing lockdown orders, normal commercial activity slowed down 

with only essential items being traded. In such a scenario, infrastructure 

development and greater connectivity have been pushed behind in the policy 

agendas of governments all over the world. In the case of China-Pakistan Economic 

Corridor (CPEC), projects have been disrupted with local labor forced to stay at 

home and Chinese manpower facing travel restrictions.  

It is still unclear when the regional and global economic activities return to normal which also 

creates uncertainty regarding the viability of these projects. Similarly, other trans-border corridors 

and Maritime Silk Road of the Belt and Road Initiative (BRI) are also faced with delays and 

cancellations. Despite the challenging circumstances, the Chinese are pushing BRI forward by 

gradually restarting development work and building the “Health Silk Road”.1 Beijing is confident that 

BRI will lead global economic recovery once the crisis is resolved.    

Sharing his thoughts on COVID-19 in an interview in March, Pakistan’s Foreign Minister Shah 

Mahmood Qureshi said “I don’t think it’ll have an impact on the CPEC in the long run. But in the 

short run, yes, there could be a slight slowdown. As soon as we are over the hump of dealing with 

                                                      
1
  “BRI cooperation vital in fight against virus,” Global Times, April 27, 2020 
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the coronavirus, I think we’ll be back on track.”2 Both sides are eager to complete the project and 

are hopeful that the pre-COVID-19 situation will return soon. 

In the wake of global shortage of medical supplies, Chinese prowess in manufacturing was apparent. 

Many countries turned to China to arrange medical equipment and protective gears. However, 

China, the world’s factory, has also taken a huge hit after strict lockdown measures were imposed in 

January 2020. The world’s second largest economy contracted 6.8 per cent in the first quarter of 

2020. In comparison, Chinese economy grew by 6.4 per cent in the first quarter of 2019.3  Being a 

major global producer and consumer, these figures are unsettling for the rest of the world.  

Likewise, Pakistan’s economy is also facing challenging circumstances. Pakistan is host to BRI’s 

biggest project – CPEC - but the country faces economic losses worth $ 8.2 billion due to 

coronavirus.4 The situation in other BRI partner countries is not very different as the global recession 

is taking hold. Despite minimal impact of coronavirus in Central Asia, the future surrounding BRI 

projects in that part of the world is also uncertain. According to an expert from Norwegian Institute 

of International Affairs, Dr. Roman Vakulchuk, “Future trajectories of BRI development will depend 

on how fast China can tackle domestic economic difficulties and mounting international pressure. 

The longer it takes, the consequences for Central Asia will be harder and more difficult.”5 China’s 

footprint in Europe has been on the rise since the initiation of BRI but the devastation caused by 

COVID-19 in Europe is likely to reshape the future economy of the region. Addressing the EU’s heads 

of government, the President of the European Central Bank Christine Lagarde, warned of a 15 per 

cent contraction to the Eurozone’s GDP as a direct consequence of the pandemic.6 Western 

European countries will shift their focus on strengthening local industries and have substantial 

resources of their own to limit the economic consequences of COVID-19 thereby limiting room for 

Chinese investments. In contrast, the Central and Eastern European countries will likely strengthen 

their cooperation with China to offset the damages due to prolonged suspension of economic 

activity and secure future economic interests.  
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According to an Oxford University historian, Peter Frankopan, the major pandemics in the past like 

the Black Death were caused by travellers and “in today’s world, where we are all tied together by 

transportation networks, there is no place to hide”.7 He asserts that the outbreak of SARs in 2003 

was contained successfully because China’s transport infrastructure was not as vast and its 

international integration was much less.8 Hence, there is a possibility that after the devastation 

caused by coronavirus, countries across the globe will shift their strategies and enhance scrutiny of 

their economic partnerships. Khudadad Chattha points out that “supply chains around the world 

have come under stress as a result of this same interconnectedness in this crisis. We can see a 

situation where governments around the world are spooked by this factor and decide to roll back 

some forms of globalization and trade.”9  

For developing countries like Pakistan, the economic impact will be much more severe than the likes 

of China and US. The governments in developed countries have the fiscal space to sustain crisis such 

as these, while countries like Pakistan can face other severe challenges like hunger and widespread 

unemployment without any benefits. A country arguing for debt relief from international institutions 

to cover its expenditures is not in an ideal position to undertake mega infrastructure projects at the 

same time. BRI projects in other Asian countries and Africa will also struggle as the local capacity to 

carry out such projects will diminish. Major chunk of Chinese investments under BRI in Africa are 

driven by the abundance of natural resources in the continent. Instable oil markets, louder calls for 

green energy transition, greater focus on tech industry and changing trade patterns in the wake of 

the coronavirus outbreak will influence China’s investment decisions. Although China’s support to 

the continent in the fight against COVID-19 has further cemented diplomatic relations with African 

countries and may encourage Beijing to increase the share of socio-economic projects under its BRI 

in Africa. 

After taking charge as Prime Minister, Imran Khan initiated adjustments in the CPEC portfolio to 

better suit Pakistan’s development needs. The present government also opted against risky 

investments under CPEC due to the economic crunch faced by the country. In times when the 

economy has come under unprecedented stress, it will not be a surprise if the present CPEC 

portfolio is reevaluated to accommodate a major portion of Pakistani labor and experts in order to 

account for joblessness due to the lockdown. 
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Since its inception, CPEC has helped Pakistan’s economy drastically. It removed bottlenecks that 

hampered economic activity and generated thousands of jobs for youth in Pakistan. Pakistan’s 

investment outlook improved considerably and the country began to attract investors from different 

parts of the world. In the later stages, CPEC began to focus on social sector development which was 

a critical step in order to sustain the success of this mega initiative.  

In March 2020, President Arif Alvi visited China to express solidarity with people of China and extend 

cooperation between the countries in the fields of agriculture and healthcare. A recent MOU signed 

between the two countries states that CPEC has, “entered a new stage of enrichment and expansion 

with increasing cooperation areas, expanding cooperation scale and growing cooperation 

projects.”10 The broad scope of CPEC allows it to progress despite curtailments.  

Taking economic realities into consideration, both Beijing and Islamabad should look to shift the 

focus on other areas such as healthcare, education, Chinese language learning, technology and 

agriculture. This time can also be utilized by both sides to improve institutional and political 

challenges that have impeded progress of CPEC projects in the past. Once the situation normalizes, 

work on CPEC projects can be carried out more smoothly and the countries can make up for lost 

time.  

Former US President John F. Kennedy once said that, “in a crisis, be aware of the danger-but 

recognize the opportunity.” The time-tested friendship between China and Pakistan is probably 

facing its toughest test nowadays. By altering the strategies and making the correct adjustments, 

CPEC can help Pakistan in absorbing the social and economic burden and also pave way for a prompt 

recovery. The delays in CPEC projects are inevitable, but it can still attain many of its objectives. 

Pakistan’s historical and deeper ties with China will help CPEC to survive COVID-19 but Beijing will 

face greater challenges in other parts of the world.  
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  “Alvi's China visit eyes health, agricultural cooperation,” Global Times, March 16, 2020 
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