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To the 255 million people of Pakistan,
whose resilience, aspirations, and potential
illuminate the path toward a more peaceful
and prosperous world.

To the young minds of Pakistan—  
64% of the nation under thirty— 
who carry within them the power  
to transform challenges into opportunities
and dreams into reality.

To the brave peacekeepers in blue helmets,  
who have carried Pakistan's message of peace  
to the furthest corners of the earth,
and to the 170 who made the ultimate sacrifice  
in service of humanity.

To my family,
whose unwavering support and understanding  
made this journey of research and writing possible,  
and whose love sustains my commitment  
to scholarship and truth.

And to all those around the world  
who believe that understanding breeds empathy,  
dialogue trumps discord,  
and that no nation—however complex—  
should ever be ignored or forgotten.


"In understanding Pakistan, we understand ourselves—  
our shared challenges, our common hopes,  
and our collective responsibility to build 
a world where every nation matters."

— Dr. Naim Tahir Baig

"In our interconnected world, the notion that any nation—however distant, however complex—can be safely ignored is perhaps the most dangerous delusion of our time. Pakistan, with its 255 million souls, its nuclear arsenal, its strategic geography, and its youthful energy, embodies this truth with particular urgency. To ignore Pakistan is to ignore the crossroads where East meets West, where ancient civilizations confront modern challenges, and where the choices of today will echo through the corridors of tomorrow's history.

Pakistan is not merely a country on the map; it is a living laboratory of human potential and challenge, a place where the great questions of our age—about democracy and development, about security and sustainability, about tradition and transformation—are being answered in real time. The world ignores these answers at its own peril.

This book is written with the conviction that understanding breeds empathy, engagement fosters stability, and that in our global village, Pakistan's story is our shared story. For in understanding Pakistan—its struggles and aspirations, its complexities and contradictions—we understand something essential about ourselves and the world we are building together."

*"پاکستان کو نظرانداز کرنا دنیا کو نظرانداز کرنا ہے"*  
"To ignore Pakistan is to ignore the world"*



— Dr. Naim Tahir Baig
 Islamabad,  2025
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Preface

Dr. Naim Tahir Baig



When I began writing this book in early 2024, Pakistan was experiencing one of its most challenging periods in recent memory—grappling with economic uncertainty, political transitions, and the ever-present specter of regional tensions. Yet even then, it was clear to me that Pakistan's significance in global affairs far exceeded the attention it received in international discourse. The events of 2025, particularly the India-Pakistan aerial confrontation in May and the groundbreaking trilateral agreement extending the China-Pakistan Economic Corridor into Afghanistan, have only reinforced this conviction.

Over my career as a scholar of international relations, spanning more than two decades of research and writing, I have witnessed firsthand how Pakistan's complexity often leads to oversimplification or, worse, willful ignorance by the international community. Too often, Pakistan is reduced to convenient narratives—either as a problematic ally in the war on terror or as China's compliant partner in the Belt and Road Initiative. Such reductive framings do a profound disservice to understanding one of the world's most consequential nations.

This book emerges from my broader body of work examining how middle powers navigate great power competition and how regional dynamics shape global security. In "Can Russia Help Pakistan Grow?" I explored Pakistan's potential for diversifying its international partnerships beyond traditional alliances. In "Operation Bunyan um Marsoos," I analyzed how the May 2025 crisis demonstrated Pakistan's military capabilities and strategic autonomy. These works, along with my academic research on post-Cold War security dynamics between India and Pakistan, have convinced me that Pakistan deserves serious, sustained analytical attention.

My approach in this book reflects both my academic training in international relations and my commitment to bridging the gap between scholarly analysis and policy relevance. Having earned my Ph.D. in International Relations and pursued advanced studies in educational methodology, I have learned that the most important insights often emerge from examining the intersection of grand strategy and human experience. Pakistan, with its 255 million people—64% under age 30—embodies this intersection more powerfully than perhaps any other nation.

The genesis of this book can be traced to a simple yet profound realization: despite being the world's fifth-most populous country, a nuclear power, and a key player in some of the 21st century's most important geopolitical developments, Pakistan remains poorly understood by international audiences. This misunderstanding has real consequences—for Pakistan, for its neighbors, and for global security. My goal has been to provide a comprehensive, nuanced, and forward-looking analysis that does justice to Pakistan's complexity while making its significance clear to international readers.

Writing about Pakistan in 2025 presents unique opportunities and challenges. The country stands at an inflection point where its demographic dividend, technological capabilities, and strategic location could drive sustained prosperity and regional stability. Alternatively, failure to address structural challenges could lead to outcomes that threaten not just Pakistan but regional and global security. This book aims to illuminate both possibilities while arguing that international engagement can help tip the balance toward positive outcomes.

My research has taken me from the digitally connected youth of Lahore and Karachi to the climate-vulnerable communities of Sindh and Balochistan, from the strategic corridors of CPEC to the peacekeeping missions where Pakistani blue helmets serve humanity's cause. Each of these encounters has deepened my appreciation for Pakistan's multifaceted significance and the urgent need for more sophisticated international understanding.

The title "Why Pakistan Can't Be Ignored?" reflects my conviction that Pakistan's strategic importance will only increase in the coming decades. Its nuclear capabilities ensure regional deterrence but raise global proliferation concerns. Its young population could drive decades of growth or become a source of instability. Its geographic centrality creates opportunities for connectivity and prosperity while making it a focal point of great power competition. These realities demand engagement, not avoidance.

This work builds on the tradition of serious Pakistan studies while incorporating insights from contemporary geopolitical analysis, development economics, and security studies. I have drawn on primary sources in multiple languages, extensive fieldwork, and interactions with policymakers, business leaders, civil society activists, and ordinary citizens whose lives embody Pakistan's challenges and potential.

Throughout this project, I have been guided by the principle that scholarship must serve understanding, and understanding must serve peace. Pakistan's story is ultimately a human story—of a nation seeking its place in the world while managing extraordinary internal diversity and external pressures. It is also a universal story about how nations navigate the complex demands of sovereignty and interdependence in the 21st century.

I write as both a scholar and a concerned global citizen who believes that Pakistan's success is integral to regional stability and global prosperity. This book is intended for multiple audiences: policymakers who must engage with Pakistan, business leaders seeking to understand emerging markets, academics studying South Asian politics, and general readers interested in how global politics actually works beyond the headlines.

The book you hold represents not just my analysis but my hope—hope that deeper understanding can replace superficial narratives, that engagement can substitute for neglect, and that Pakistan's immense potential can be realized in ways that benefit not just its own people but humanity as a whole. Pakistan cannot be ignored because its future is too important to leave to chance, and its present is too significant to overlook.

In our interconnected world, Pakistan's challenges are global challenges, and its opportunities are global opportunities. Understanding this truth is the first step toward building the kind of international relationships that can address shared challenges and realize common aspirations. This book is my contribution to that understanding.




Dr. Naim Tahir Baig
Islamabad, Pakistan
2025
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Chapter 1: Nuclear Crossroads: Pakistan's Arsenal in a Dangerous Neighborhood

In the early hours of May 7, 2025, at precisely 01:05 India time, the world witnessed an unprecedented moment in nuclear history. Above the mountainous terrain of Kashmir, more than 125 fighter jets from India and Pakistan engaged in what military experts would later describe as the largest aerial dogfight since World War II—and the first-ever jet-era combat between two nuclear-armed nations. For over an hour, advanced fighters including Pakistani JF-17 Thunders, J-10Cs, and F-16s confronted Indian Rafales, Su-30MKIs, and MiG-29s in a deadly dance of beyond-visual-range missile exchanges across distances exceeding 100 miles.

The engagement was breathtaking in its scale and terrifying in its implications. According to Pakistani security sources, approximately 40 Pakistani aircraft faced off against more than 80 Indian jets in what the Belfer Center for Science and International Affairs called "an unprecedented moment in the entire history of the nuclear age." Both sides remained within their respective airspaces, mindful of the lessons from a 2019 incident when an Indian pilot was shot down, captured, and paraded on Pakistani television—a humiliation neither side wanted to repeat.

Pakistan claimed to have shot down five Indian aircraft, including three French-made Rafales, one MiG-29, and one Su-30MKI, along with an Israeli-manufactured drone. While Indian authorities disputed these claims, satellite imagery and intercepted pilot communications provided substantiating evidence for at least some Pakistani successes. The Washington Post's visual investigation found compelling evidence of crash sites in Indian territory, marking a significant tactical victory for Pakistan's air force.

This aerial confrontation was no isolated incident but the climax of a crisis that had been building since April 22, 2025, when five heavily armed militants killed 26 tourists, mostly Hindus, in the scenic resort town of Pahalgam in Indian-administered Kashmir. The attack, claimed by the little-known Kashmir Resistance group but linked by India to Pakistan-based terrorist organizations, shattered the narrative of peace and normalcy that Prime Minister Narendra Modi's government had promoted in the region.

Pakistan's Nuclear Doctrine: Full-Spectrum Deterrence

The May 7 dogfight unfolded under the shadow of Pakistan's nuclear arsenal, estimated by multiple international sources at approximately 170 warheads as of 2025, with projections suggesting growth to 200 warheads by year's end. This places Pakistan among the world's major nuclear powers, with an arsenal larger than those of the United Kingdom and France, and growing at a rate of 5-10 warheads annually according to experts from the Federation of American Scientists and Stockholm International Peace Research Institute.

Pakistan's nuclear posture is built around what former Strategic Plans Division chief Lieutenant General Khalid Kidwai has termed "full-spectrum deterrence"—a doctrine that encompasses nuclear weapons across three categories: strategic, operational, and tactical. According to Kidwai's 2023 explanation to the Institute of Strategic Studies Islamabad, this approach provides "full range coverage of the large Indian land mass and its outlying territories" with nuclear weapons ranging "from zero meters to 2,750 kilometers" in range.

Unlike many other nuclear powers, Pakistan has deliberately refused to adopt a "no first use" policy, maintaining instead a doctrine of "minimum credible deterrence" that promises to use "any weapon in its arsenal" to protect its interests in case of aggressive attack. This ambiguous nuclear posture is designed to deter not just nuclear threats but conventional military actions that could threaten Pakistan's existence.

The cornerstone of Pakistan's tactical nuclear strategy is the Nasr (Hatf-IX) short-range ballistic missile system, with a range of 60-70 kilometers and designed to carry low-yield nuclear warheads of 0.5 to 5 kilotons. Developed specifically as a "quick response system" to counter India's "Cold Start" doctrine, the Nasr represents Pakistan's attempt to lower the nuclear threshold and create what defense analysts call "deterrence at every rung of the escalation ladder."

Pakistan's strategic nuclear forces include the Shaheen series missiles, with the Shaheen-III boasting a range of 2,750 kilometers—sufficient to strike anywhere in India and reach into the Gulf region. The country is also developing the Ababeel medium-range ballistic missile, capable of delivering Multiple Independently Targetable Re-entry Vehicles (MIRVs) with a range of approximately 2,200 kilometers, potentially complicating Indian missile defense systems.

The nuclear triad is completed by air-delivered systems, including gravity bombs carried by Mirage III/V aircraft and F-16A/B fighters, and the Ra'ad air-launched cruise missile with a range of 350-600 kilometers. At sea, Pakistan has developed the Babur-3 submarine-launched cruise missile, successfully tested in 2017 and 2018, providing a nascent second-strike capability through its Agosta-90B diesel-electric submarines.

Crisis Escalation: From Pahalgam to the Skies

The path from the April 22 Pahalgam attack to the May 7 aerial engagement illustrates the dangerous dynamics of nuclear crisis escalation in South Asia. Within 48 hours of the tourist massacre, India announced a series of retaliatory measures that dramatically raised tensions:


	
Suspension of the Indus Waters Treaty, the 1960 agreement governing water-sharing between the two countries 


	
Closure of the main border crossing at Attari-Wagah 


	
Massive security operations across Kashmir resulting in over 1,500 arrests 





India's response culminated on May 7 with Operation Sindoor—precision airstrikes targeting nine alleged militant camps across Pakistan and Pakistan-administered Kashmir. Indian officials claimed these strikes focused exclusively on "terrorist infrastructure," avoiding military and civilian targets to prevent escalation. However, Pakistan reported 31 civilian casualties from the attacks, which hit locations including the historic cities of Muridke and Bahawalpur in Punjab province.

Pakistan's military retaliation was swift and comprehensive. Operation Bunyan-un-Marsoos involved not just conventional airstrikes but what the Belfer Center described as "multidomain warfare"—including cyber operations, drone attacks, and naval signaling in the Arabian Sea. This represented a significant escalation from previous crises, demonstrating Pakistan's ability to respond across multiple domains simultaneously.

The aerial engagement that followed was unprecedented in its scale and intensity. Pakistani sources revealed that long-range missiles were exchanged at distances sometimes exceeding 160 kilometers, with both air forces taking multiple runs at targets while remaining within their own airspace. The engagement showcased advanced Chinese-supplied weapons in Pakistani service, including the PL-15 beyond-visual-range air-to-air missile, which was reportedly used to down an Indian Rafale fighter.

Nuclear Risks in the World's Most Populated Region

The May 2025 crisis unfolded in the world's most densely populated region, where over 1.5 billion people live within potential nuclear strike range. The South Asian subcontinent, home to nearly 20% of humanity, represents the most dangerous nuclear flashpoint on Earth—a reality that makes Pakistan's nuclear capabilities a matter of global concern.

The crisis revealed alarming gaps in crisis management mechanisms between the two nuclear neighbors. Despite the 1988 Agreement on the Prohibition of Attack against Nuclear Facilities, which has held firm through multiple crises, the May events showed how quickly conventional conflicts can escalate toward nuclear thresholds. Pakistan's emphasis on tactical nuclear weapons like the Nasr system particularly concerns international observers, as these "battlefield" weapons lower the bar for nuclear use and increase the risk of rapid escalation.

The United States Defense Intelligence Agency's 2025 Worldwide Threat Assessment specifically highlighted concerns about Pakistan's development of "increasingly sophisticated missile technology" that could eventually enable strikes "well beyond South Asia, including the United States." This assessment prompted new U.S. sanctions on Pakistani entities involved in missile development, demonstrating how Pakistan's nuclear program affects global security calculations.

China's role as what the U.S. DIA termed "a principal source of materials and technologies supporting Pakistan's weapons programs" adds another layer of complexity. The transfer of advanced technologies, including potential assistance with MIRV development and missile guidance systems, represents part of broader great power competition playing out through Pakistani nuclear capabilities.

The crisis also highlighted Pakistan's use of nuclear deterrence to provide cover for what critics call "proxy warfare." Pakistani generals, according to regional analysts, see atomic weapons as protection for prosecuting terrorist campaigns against India, immunizing them from conventional retaliation through the threat of nuclear escalation.

Global Implications: The Pakistan Nuclear Factor

The May 2025 India-Pakistan crisis demonstrated why the international community cannot afford to ignore Pakistan's nuclear capabilities. With 170 warheads and growing, Pakistan possesses the world's sixth-largest nuclear arsenal—larger than those of established nuclear powers like the United Kingdom (approximately 120 warheads) and France (approximately 300 warheads).

Pakistan's nuclear doctrine of full-spectrum deterrence, combined with its refusal to adopt no-first-use policies, creates unique challenges for global nuclear governance. The country's development of tactical nuclear weapons runs counter to international trends toward reducing nuclear risks, instead introducing new categories of weapons designed for battlefield use.

The economic implications are equally significant. The May crisis triggered massive tourist evacuations from Kashmir, with 90% of bookings cancelled within days of the Pahalgam attack. Tourism, worth billions to the regional economy, demonstrates how nuclear tensions create ripple effects far beyond military considerations.

International mediation proved crucial in preventing further escalation. U.S. President Donald Trump announced on May 10 that Washington had successfully mediated a ceasefire between the nuclear neighbors, with top American officials making urgent calls to both capitals as fears of nuclear exchange mounted. This intervention highlighted the global stakes involved in South Asian nuclear crises.

The crisis also revealed changing dynamics in regional nuclear deterrence. Pakistan's successful defensive counter-air operations challenged assumptions about Indian military superiority, potentially emboldening Pakistani decision-makers in future crises. The demonstrated effectiveness of Chinese-supplied weapons systems, particularly the PL-15 missile, sent strategic signals about military technology transfer and alliance relationships.

The Impossible-to-Ignore Nuclear Power

Pakistan's nuclear capabilities make it impossible to ignore in global security calculations. The combination of a growing arsenal, tactical nuclear weapons, delivery systems spanning from 60 kilometers to 2,750 kilometers, and a doctrine emphasizing nuclear deterrence at all levels of conflict creates a unique challenge for international stability.

The May 2025 crisis proved that despite nuclear deterrence, limited conflicts remain possible—and dangerous. The fact that both countries could engage in their largest military confrontation since 1971 while possessing substantial nuclear arsenals demonstrates the complex relationship between nuclear weapons and crisis stability.

Pakistan's nuclear program also represents a proliferation concern beyond South Asia. The country's history includes the A.Q. Khan network's role in global nuclear proliferation, and current U.S. concerns about long-range missile development suggest potential future challenges to global non-proliferation regimes.

As Lieutenant General Kidwai noted in his 2023 address, Pakistan's nuclear posture aims to ensure that "there is no place for India's strategic weapons to hide" while providing "counter-massive retaliation" capabilities that can be "as severe if not more" than any attack Pakistan might face. This ambitious nuclear doctrine, backed by one of the world's fastest-growing arsenals, ensures that Pakistan remains central to global nuclear security considerations.

The world learned in May 2025 that nuclear weapons do not prevent all conflicts—they merely change their character and raise their stakes. With Pakistan's nuclear arsenal projected to continue growing toward 200 warheads by decade's end, supported by expanding fissile material production and new delivery systems, the international community faces an unavoidable reality: Pakistan's nuclear capabilities cannot be wished away, contained, or ignored.

The skies over Kashmir on May 7, 2025, witnessed not just the largest aerial engagement in decades, but a demonstration of how quickly regional tensions can escalate under nuclear shadows. As Pakistan continues developing its full-spectrum deterrence capabilities, the world must grapple with the reality that this nuclear-armed nation of over 250 million people—strategically located at the crossroads of South Asia, Central Asia, and the Middle East—will continue to shape global security for decades to come.
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Chapter 2: Geography as Destiny: The Crossroads of Three Worlds

The Pivotal Beijing Agreement of May 2025

On May 21, 2025, in the halls of Beijing's diplomatic quarter, a trilateral meeting took place that would reshape the economic geography of South and Central Asia. Chinese Foreign Minister Wang Yi announced during an informal trilateral meeting between the foreign ministers of China, Pakistan, and Afghanistan that the three countries had agreed to extend the China-Pakistan Economic Corridor (CPEC) into Afghanistan. This meeting, attended by Pakistan's Deputy Prime Minister and Foreign Minister Ishaq Dar, Chinese Foreign Minister Wang Yi, and Afghanistan's acting Foreign Minister Amir Khan Muttaqi, marked a significant expansion of what was already the flagship project of China's Belt and Road Initiative.

The agreement came during an informal trilateral meeting held in Beijing on Wednesday between Pakistan's Deputy Prime Minister and Foreign Minister Ishaq Dar, Chinese Foreign Minister Wang Yi, and Afghanistan's acting Foreign Minister Amir Khan Muttaqi. Officials described the talks as constructive, with discussions focused on deepening diplomatic engagement, enhancing regional connectivity, and promoting trade, infrastructure and development.

This Beijing accord represents more than just an infrastructure deal—it exemplifies Pakistan's unique position as the geographic nexus where the world's great powers converge. The extension of CPEC into Afghanistan transforms Pakistan from merely a corridor between China and the Arabian Sea into the central hub of a trilateral economic framework spanning from East Asia to Central Asia.

Strategic Location: The Geographic Foundation of Power

Pakistan's strategic importance stems fundamentally from its position at the crossroads of South Asia, Central Asia, and the Middle East. It shares borders with critical nations, including Afghanistan, China, India, and Iran, making it a pivotal player in regional stability, trade routes, and global power dynamics. This geographic positioning has made Pakistan what scholars call a "pivot state"—a nation whose alignment significantly affects the regional balance of power.

Pakistan is bordered by Iran to the west, Afghanistan to the northwest, China to the northeast, India to the east, and the Arabian sea to the south. Geopolitically, the nation is situated within some of the most hostile regional boundaries, characterized by territorial disputes and historical tensions, particularly the Kashmir conflict with India. The country spans 881,913 km2 (340,509 sq mi), Pakistan's size is comparable to France and the UK combined. It ranks as the 33rd-largest nation by total area, but this varies based on Kashmir's disputed status. Pakistan boasts a 1,046 km (650 mi) coastline along the Arabian Sea and the Gulf of Oman, and shares land borders totaling 6,774 km (4,209 mi).

Pakistan's geographical location acts as a bridge connecting the South Asian subcontinent with Central Asia. This positioning has given Pakistan control over some of the world's most strategically important mountain passes. Pakistan's western borders include the Khyber Pass and Bolan Pass that have served as traditional migration and trade routes between Central Eurasia and South Asia.

The significance of Pakistan's location is further amplified by its position relative to global energy flows. Pakistan's strategic location allows it to play a balancing role in the region, particularly in the context of the rivalry between India and China. The country serves as a crucial corridor for energy transportation, including oil and gas pipelines, connecting these resource-rich regions to the rest of the world.

The China-Pakistan Economic Corridor: Transforming Regional Connectivity

The China-Pakistan Economic Corridor has evolved into much more than an infrastructure project—it represents a fundamental restructuring of Eurasian trade geography. Originally valued at $46 billion, the value of CPEC projects was $62 billion as of 2020. By 2022, Chinese investment in Pakistan had risen to $65 billion. This massive investment, equivalent to roughly 20 per cent of Pakistan's GDP, makes CPEC the largest foreign investment project in Pakistan's history.

China–Pakistan Economic Corridor (CPEC) is a 3,000 km Chinese infrastructure network project currently under construction in Pakistan. This sea-and-land-based corridor aims to secure and shorten the route for China's energy imports from the Middle East, avoiding the existing path through the Straits of Malacca between Malaysia and Indonesia, which could be blockaded in case of war, thereby threatening China's energy-dependent economy.

The scope of CPEC is comprehensive, encompassing multiple sectors:


Transportation Infrastructure: In addition to upgrading the ML-1, the CPEC project also calls for a similar major upgrade of the 1,254-kilometer-long Main Line 2 (ML-2) railway between Kotri in Sindh province and Attock in northern Punjab province via the cities of Larkana and Dera Ghazi Khan. The project also includes a plan to connect Gwadar to the town of Jacobabad, Sindh, which lies at the intersection of the ML-2 and ML-3 railways.



Energy Projects: Most CPEC funds, however, have gone to building new coal-fired power plants to help Pakistan overcome its crippling power shortages. In total, the economic corridor project aims to add some 17,000 megawatts of electricity generation at a cost of around $34 billion.



Urban Development: The Orange Line of the Lahore Metro is a significant commercial project under CPEC. This $1.6 billion project was initially planned for completion by Winter 2017. However, it faced several delays and was finally launched on 25 October 2020. The Orange Line spans 27.1 kilometers (16.8 mi), with 25.4 kilometers (15.8 mi) being elevated and the remaining portion underground between Jain Mandir and Lakshmi Chowk.


Gwadar Port: China's Gateway to the Arabian Sea

Central to CPEC's strategic vision is the transformation of Gwadar Port from a small fishing village into a major commercial hub. Gwadar gained strategic importance after the Kargil War when Pakistan recognized the need for a military naval port, leading to the construction of the Karachi-Gwadar Coastal Highway for defense purposes. Gwadar is central to the China-Pakistan Economic Corridor (CPEC) project, envisioned as the link between China's ambitious One Belt, One Road initiative and its 21st Century Maritime Silk Road project.

Gwadar Port in Baluchistan province is a main feature of the China-Pakistan Economic Corridor, and key to the belt and road initiative. China Overseas Port Holding Company plans to expand Gwadar Port, constructing nine, new multipurpose berths along 3.2km of seafront to the east of the existing berths. Pakistan awarded the contract for construction and operation to China in 2013.

The strategic importance of Gwadar cannot be overstated. Gwadar Port will provide an alternative shipping route to the Malacca Strait, which is frequently patrolled by the United States. The shipping route from the Middle East to China, via the strait, is about 12,000km long. Following the proposal by Chinese premier Li Keqiang in 2013, once operational, the existing 12,000 km journey for oil transportation to China will be reduced to just 2,395 km. This is estimated to save China $2 billion per year.

The Water Lifeline: Indus River System and Regional Dependencies

Pakistan's strategic geography is fundamentally shaped by its control over one of the world's most important river systems. The Indus is the most important supplier of water resources to the Punjab and Sindh plains – it forms the backbone of agriculture and food production in Pakistan. The Indus River basin supplies water to the largest contiguous irrigation system in the world, providing water for 90% of the food production in Pakistan, which contributes 25% of the country's gross domestic product.

The Indus system supports not just Pakistan but the broader region. The Hindu Kush Himalaya (HKH) range stretches 2,000 km across the Asian continent, spanning Pakistan, Nepal, India, China, Bhutan and Bangladesh. This region comprises large rivers that include the Indus, Brahmaputra and Ganges. These rivers provide water source to almost 1 billion people in these regions.

Beginning in the Himalayas, the Indus courses the entire length of Pakistan—a total of 1976 miles—and empties into the Arabian Sea near Pakistan's major port, Karachi. As much as 65% of agricultural land in Pakistan is irrigated by water from the Indus, which accounts for approximately 90% of the country's food and fiber production.

The management of these water resources involves complex international arrangements. The Indus Waters Treaty (IWT) is a water-distribution treaty between India and Pakistan, mediated by the World Bank, to use the water available in the Indus River and its tributaries. It was signed in Karachi on 19 September 1960 by Indian prime minister Jawaharlal Nehru and Pakistani president Ayub Khan.

However, tensions over water resources have intensified. On 23 April 2025, following the Pahalgam terrorist attack, the Government of India suspended the treaty, citing national security concerns and alleging Pakistan's support of state-sponsored terrorism. This suspension highlights the vulnerability of Pakistan's water security and the potential for water to become a tool of geopolitical pressure.

Afghanistan Extension: Completing the Central Asian Connection

The May 2025 agreement to extend CPEC into Afghanistan represents a crucial expansion of Pakistan's role as a regional connectivity hub. The expansion of CPEC into Afghanistan was highlighted as a key initiative for integrating Afghanistan into broader regional development efforts. CPEC, a flagship project under China's Belt and Road Initiative, has primarily focused on infrastructure and energy development across Pakistan. Its extension into Afghanistan is seen as a strategic move to improve regional integration and support Afghanistan's post-conflict reconstruction.

This extension has multiple strategic implications:


Economic Integration: The ministers discussed enhancing diplomatic engagement, improving communication channels, and taking practical steps to strengthen trade, infrastructure, and development across the region. The CPEC extension potentially opens up Central Asian markets and resources to both China and Pakistan.



Regional Security: All three parties underscored the importance of continued cooperation in combating terrorism and fostering long-term peace and development. The economic integration is seen as a means to promote stability in a region that has experienced decades of conflict.



Geopolitical Implications: The China-Pakistan Economic Corridor, launched in 2013, is a sprawling multi-billion-dollar scheme designed to aggressively advance China's geopolitical dominance by connecting its western regions to Pakistan's Gwadar Port on the Arabian Sea. The extension into Afghanistan further reinforces this strategic objective.


Great Power Competition and Trade Route Transformation

Pakistan's geographic position places it at the center of intensifying great power competition. The country must navigate relationships with China, the United States, India, and Russia while maintaining its sovereignty and pursuing its national interests.


The China Factor: Wang Yi described Pakistan as China's "iron brother" and reaffirmed his country's commitment to Pakistan's development and regional stability. This relationship goes beyond economic cooperation to encompass strategic partnership.



Regional Rivalries: India has long opposed the CPEC project, as it passes through Pakistan-occupied Jammu and Kashmir (PoJK). India's Ministry of External Affairs issued a scathing statement, declaring, "Any such actions by any party directly infringe on India's sovereignty and territorial integrity".



Global Trade Implications: The transformation of Pakistan into a major transit corridor has global implications. This aims to reduce the time and cost of transporting goods and energy such as natural gas to China by circumventing the Strait of Malacca and the South China Sea. This alternative route provides China with strategic depth in its energy security and trade relationships.


Environmental and Climate Challenges

Pakistan's strategic geography also exposes it to significant environmental challenges that have regional and global implications. According to the latest research, the rate of glacial retreat in the local glaciers is comparable to those in other parts of the world, confirming that glacial retreat has accelerated in the past century. Some recent estimates indicate that in the coming years, the rate of glacial melt due to the rise in global temperature will increase. This shall cause a 40% surge in river flow. However, the average flows in the Indus River in the long run would be lowered by almost 60%.

These environmental pressures add urgency to the need for regional cooperation on water management and climate adaptation. Pakistan's position as the steward of the Indus system gives it both responsibility and leverage in regional environmental diplomacy.

Future Implications: Pakistan as the New Silk Road Hub

The convergence of geographic advantage, infrastructure investment, and geopolitical positioning is transforming Pakistan into a 21st-century equivalent of the historic Silk Road. China refers to this project as the revival of the Silk Road. CPEC envisages rapidly upgrading Pakistan's infrastructure and thereby strengthening its economy by constructing modern transportation networks, numerous energy projects, and special economic zones.

The success of this transformation will depend on Pakistan's ability to:


	
Maintain Political Stability: Large-scale infrastructure projects require sustained political commitment and institutional capacity. 


	
Balance Regional Relationships: Pakistan must manage its growing partnership with China while maintaining relationships with other major powers. 


	
Address Security Challenges: At least 20 have been killed in attacks since 2021 in provinces like Khyber Pakhtunkhwa and Balochistan. Groups including the TTP have claimed responsibility. Security concerns threaten the viability of major infrastructure projects. 


	
Ensure Environmental Sustainability: Climate change and water scarcity pose long-term challenges to Pakistan's role as a regional hub. 
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