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The $7 Billion Question

" In the world of mega-projects, stability and steady leader-

ship are the bedrock of success. Last week's sudden announce-
ment from Barrick Mining Corporation, that CEO Mark
Bristow is departing and Chief Operating Officer Mark Hill is
stepping in as interim chief, has sent ripples of concern. At the
heart of this unease is the fate of the Reko Diq project, one of
the largest untapped gold and copper deposits on the planet,
and a potential game-changer for Pakistan's economy. The
timing of this leadership change is, to put it mildly, unfortu-
nate. The Reko Diq Mining Company (RDMC), which
Barrick leads with a 50% stake, was aiming for a critical mile-
stone: financial closure, expected by the end of this month.
This is the moment when all the funding is secured and the
project can truly shift from planning to full-scale execution.
These concemns are not just about personalities; they are about
cold, hard cash and timelines. The project's estimated cost has
already ballooned from just over $4 billion to more than $7
billion. This staggering increase has, as another executive
noted, effectively priced out local Pakistani mining firms.
What was once a potential opportunity for domestic invest-
ment is now a financial mountain too high to climb. Every
delay risks pushing that cost even higher, making the dream of
meaningful local equity participation-more distant. This point
about local participation is crucial. Private sector involvement
isn't just about moneyj; it's about accountability. As one execu-
tive argued, having local companies with "skin in the game"
would have ensured a level of technical and financial trans-
parency that state-owned enterprises, with no prior experience
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i maneral mining, may steagale o provide. There's a palpable
fear that without this cheek, costs could become intlated and
oversight could falter, Tn the faee of these prowing anxielies,
the RDMC has moved o project an mage of business as
usual, Their ofticial statement is o masterelass in corporate
reassurance. They emphasize that Reko Dig is a "company-
wide eftort," backed by the Bariek boacd, and that interim
CEO Mark Hill has been "instramental in deiving the project
forward."

The message is elear: the machinery will not goind to a halt
because one gear has been replaced. They have also veal
fimed theiv strong parmership with the goveraments ot
Pakistan and Balochistan, This partnership was demonstrated
just a week beloro the leadership shake-up, when Pakistan
approved a $390 million railway project to link the remote
Chagi mines to Karachi's ports, This is @ vital artery for the
project, needed to transport heavy machinery and future pro-
duction, However, even this positive development comes with
its own intrigue, The Reko Dig projeet is too big to fail, Its
success promises immense economic benefits for the nation
and particularly for the people of Balochistan, The sudden
departure of its most visible champion is a stumble, but it
need not be a fall, How Barick and Pakistan manage this
transition will determine whether this moment is remembered
as a minor hiceup or the point where the momentum for one
of Pakistan's most promising ventures truly began to stall. The
world, and more importantly, the people ot Pakistan, ave
walching,
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By Raja Aftab Khan

Balochistan: Where
Poetry Outsings Guns

here is a rhythm in Balochistan

A I that cannot be silenced. It flows
not from weapons but from the

strings of the suroz and the verses of pocts
whose words have traveled farther than
any bullet. Headlines may often frame
Balochistan as a land of insurgency, but
the deeper truth is that the province’s cul-
tural heartbeat is louder, stronger, and
more enduring than the echocs of conflict.

From Mast Tawakkali to Atta Shad,
Baloch pocts have always been voices of
resilience and romance. Their poetry does
not merely decorate shelves; it lives in the
memory of ordinary people, recited at gath-
erings and woven into lullabies. For cen-
tunes, verse has been the vehicle of dignity,
pride, and identity.

Insurgency may flare, but it fades; poetry
stays. Where' insurgency isolates, culture
connects. Long after the dust of violence set-
tles, the lines of Baloch verse continue to
inspire generations.

Balochistan's culture is richly layered.
Embroidery tells stories in thread, folk music
travels from desert to coast, and oral histo-
ries remind communities of their shared past.
These are not relics; they are living testa-
ments to a people who, despite marginaliza-
tion and neglect, have kept their identity
alive.

In contrast, insurgency is transient, disrup-
tive, and destructive. It secks to fracture soci-
ety, but culture heals it. Whereas insurgency
wounds, culture is the cure: it bridges divides
and pulls people together in celebration of
what it means to be Baloch.

Yes, insurgency is a reality. It has cost
lives and disrupted communities. But it is not
the full story of Balochistan, nor is it the

defining one. GunsT7T

may frighten, but lheyﬁ_‘ "
cannot inspire. A ballad R
sung on the Maknnr %

coast carries more/ = oy

weight in shaping iden-|-

-~
tity than any slogan of] h" —_
militancy. This is why,[" ™ | /
despite  decades  of] Pe 4

unrest, Baloch societyf !
has not lost its vibran-| °
cy. Cultural festivals i i
still gather crowds;

is clear: shift the focus from guns
; to gathenngs, from checkpoints
to cultural centres. Investing in
cultural preservation, supporting
local anists, and integrating
1Baloch history into national cur-
riculz would do more to counter
insurgency than many secunty

el

z operations. For the federation,

‘ this will not only be an 2ct of
benzvolence—it will be a reflec-

tion of genuine care for the peo-
I lp]: of Balochistan A province

poctry recitals still echo in village coun-
yards; weddings still glow with the pride of
traditional music and dance. The new gener-
ation of Baloch youth is increasingly leaning
toward reclaiming culture rather than cling-
ing to conflict. Social media is filled with
clips of folk singers and poetry in Balochi,
Brahvi, Pashto, and Urdu, plus documen-
tarics on handicrafts and traditions. This is a
quiet revolution—one in which identity is
rebuilt not on grievance but on pride in her-
itage. The state and society must recognise
this as the most powerful antidote to insur-
gency. Support the poets, the artists, the
musicians; the artisans—and you weaken the
nammative of violence.

Baloch culture is not just an intermal
strength; it can also be a form of soft power.
From Gwadar’s sea festivals and the Sibi
Mela to the Balochistan Sports Festival,
there arc opportunities to present the
province to the world as a land of beauty,
resilience, and creativity. Imagine cultural
diplomacy built around Baloch poetry trans-

lated into English, Persian, and French, or’

international exhibitions of Baloch crafts.
Today the challenge before policymakers

that feels its culture is valued will be far less
likely to feel aliznated.

Balochistan has its scars, yes, but it also
has its soul. That soul is not shaped by insur-
gency; it is etched in poctry, music, craft, and
storytelling. Long after the noise of conflict
dies down, the suroz will still play, the vers-
es will still be sung, and the embroidery will
still shine.

Because in Balochistan, culture is not a
footnote—it is the headline.

The wniter is a retired 2rmy officer who
served nearly four decades in uniform, with
five tenures in Balochistan m vanous capac-
ities. In his last assignment in the province,
he commanded an infaniry division. After
retirement, he served as head of the Centre
for Intemational Peace and Conflict Studies
at NUST. He is also the president of the
Intenational Association of Peacekeeping
Training Centres. He wnites extensively on
peace, development, and govemance chal-
lenges in Pakistan. With a deep interest in
Balochistan, he believes the province’s
future lies not 1n conflict but in uplifting the
lives of its people and building trust with the
federation.
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