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Balochistan 2.0 - Trade beyond Terrain

Balochistan, for decades, its economic narrative has been deﬁflt‘d by
what les beneath its soil gold, copper, natural gas and the conflicts
over who controls them. Yet, as the world accelerates into the di.%'i_taI
age, the province's greatest untapped resource is not in its mountains
but in its people: the potential for e-commerce and e-trade to revolu-
tionize Balochistan's economy, governance, and global connectivity.
Balochistan, embrace e-commerce as a tool for inclusive growth, or
remain shackled to a 20th-century economy of extraction and depend-
ency. The technology exists; the youth are eager. What's missing is
political will. As Pakistan debates yet another "Charter of Economy",
let it remember: a single click from a Baloch student in Turbat could
be worth more than a ton of copper if only the system lets that click
connect. While Pakistan's e-commerce market surges past $6 billion,
Balochistan remains on the margins. Only 22% of the population has
access to 3G/4G intemnet (PTA, 2023), and logistics networks crumble
outside Quetta and Gwadar. A farmer in Mastung pays 300% more to
ship apples to Karachi than his Punjabi counterpart. A craftswoman in
Sibi sells her embroidery at a fraction of its value because she lacks an
online storefront. This isn't just an infrastructure gap it's a systemic
exclusion from the modern economy. Balochistan's vastness and
rugged terrain make physical trade costly. E-commerce platforms can
connect remote artisans, farmers, and miners directly to national and
global markets, for Example, a fisherman in Pasni could sell dried
seafood to Dubai via Instagram or Etsy, bypassing exploitative middle-
men.

Over 80% of Balochistan's economy is informal (World Bank).
Digital transactions create records, enabling access to credit, insur-
ance, and government support. Provincial tax incentives for businesses
registering on platforms like Daraz or Alibaba. With 48% of
Balochistan under 18, the province needs Jobs beyond subsistence
agriculture and sporadic mining work. Digital skills (e.g., drop ship-
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ping, SEO) offer a lifeline. Punjab's "e-Rozgaar" program trained
' 50,000 freelancers; Balochistan could replicate this via UNDP partner-
. ships. Gwadar Port is touted as a CPEC crown jewel, yet its trade
ecosystem remains analog. Contrast this with Dubai's Jebel Ali Free
Zone, where 90% of transactions are digital. Balochistan could
leapfrog outdated systems by launching a "Digital Free Zone" with
streamlined e-customs for SMEs. Using Blockchain to track mineral
exports, reducing smuggling and revenue leaks. Need is to introduce
and implement an E-Commerce Act with zero taxes for digital startups
until 2030. Transform Quetta's abandoned warehouses into fu]ﬁll{ﬂeﬂt
centers. Include Balochistan in the Digital Pakistan initiative not just
as an afterthought. The World Bank should fund "Balochistan Digital
Corridors" linking Gwadar to Oman's e-trade hubs. Urban centers like
Karachi, Lahore, and Islamabad surge ahead with digital payment sys-
tems, tech incubators, and Al-driven governance, Balochistan risks
becoming a relic of the analog age. The province's GDP contribution
remains stagnant at less than 5% of the national economy, while its
youth unemployment soars above 35% a ticking time bomb in a region
already grappling with instability.

- The harsh truth is this, Balochistan cannot afford incremental
progress. It needs leapfrog innovations blockchain based land records
to unlock agricultural credit, Al-powered mobile schools for nomadic
communities, and e-commerce platforms that connect artisanal miners
directly to global markets. For Balochistan, the question isn't whether
to modernize, but how quickly it can do so before another generation
is left behind in the dust of Pakistan's digital divide. Every day without '
action widens the gap, turning what should be a competitive advantage
youth, resources, and geographic position into another century of
missed opportunities.
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By Qaiser Nawab

No Security, No Prosperity:
The Challenge for Gwadar

wadar Port repre-
sents far more
than just infra-

structure development—it
embodies the future of
regional connectivity and
economic transformation for
Pakistan, Nestled along the
Makran coast, this deep-sea
port serves as a crucial link
between South Asia,- the
Middle East, and Central
Asia, with projections to
handle 400 million tons of
cargo annually and generate
150,000 jobs by 2035. Yet
these ambitious goals face a
fundamental obstacle that
must be addressed first and
foremost: security. The reali-
ty is that Gwadar's strategic
importance and economic
potential cannot be fully
realized until the persistent
security challenges are effec-
tively resolved.

The security situation
remains precarious, with 18
significant incidents reported
since 2018 targeting critical
port infrastructure, Chinese
workers, and Pakistani securi-
ty personnel. These attacks
create an environment of insta-
bility that undermines investor
confidence and delays project
implementation.

Compounding these chal-
lenges are issues of cross-bor-
der smuggling, with an esti-
mated 15% of Gwadar's local
fuel market controlled by illic-
it networks that distort the
local economy and threaten
governance. These securi‘ty
vulnerabilitics represent exis-
tential threats (o Gwadar's
deveiopment that must be con-
fronted directly.

Addressing these security

concerns requires a compre-
hensive approach that goes
beyond military solutions.
While enhanced surveillance
systems, maritime security
measures, and rapid-response
units are essential compo-
nents, lasting stability will
only come through meaningful
community engagement and
economic inclusion. The local
Baloch population, particular-
ly the fishing communities
who have depended on these
waters for gencrations, must
become active stakeholders in
Gwadar’s development. Local
authorities should create tangi-
ble economic opportunitics
through job training programs,
prioritize local hiring for port
operations, and ensure fair
compensation for those affect-
ed by development projects.
The potential benefits of a
secure and fully operational
Gwadar Port are transforma-
tive. Beyond the direct eco-
nomic impact through cargo
handling and logistics, the
development of supporting
industries like fisheries—with
the potential to generate \$220
million in additional annual
revenue—could dramatically
improve livelihoods across
Balochistan. The port's strate-
gic location near the Strait of
Hormuz positions it to become
a regional energy and trade
hub, facilitating commerce
between China, Central Asia,
and the Middle East. However,
none of these benefits can
materialize without first estab-
lishing a foundation of securi-

. ty and stability.

The path forward requires
decisive action on multiple
fronts. Security forces must be

equipped with modern tech-
nology and training to protect
critical infrastructure and per-
sonnel. At the same¢ time,
development initiatives must
prioritize local community
needs through inclusive poli-
cies that create jobs and eco-
nomic opportunities. The gov-
ernment should implement
transparent mechanisms for
community consultation and
benefit-sharing to build trust
with  local  populations.
Gwadar stands at a crossroads.
The vision of a thriving port
city that drives regional trade
and transforms Balochistan's
economy is within reach, but
only if security challenges are
addressed with the urgency
and seriousness they demand.
Without solving these funda-
mental issues, the billions
invested in infrastructure risk
becoming underutilized assets,
and the promise of economic
transformation may remain
unfulfilled. The time to act is
now—by making security the
comerstone of Gwadar's
development strategy,
Pakistan can unlock the port’s
full potential as an engine of
growth and regional connec-
tivity.

The stakes could not be
higher, as Gwadar's success or
failure will have profound
implications hnot just for
Balochistan, but for Pakistan's
entire economic future.

The writer is a global devel-
opment advocate, Chairman of
the Belt and Road Initiative for
Sustainable Development
(BRISD), and Founder of THE

Society Intenational. He can |

be reached ar  qaiser-

nawab098@gmail.com
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