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THE CAP REGION IN THE POST-2014: THE PROSPECTS AND
CHALLENGES FOR COOPERATION

By: Ahmad Bilal Khalil

Abstract

CAP Region is the newly emerging region that the author refers to China, Afghanistan, and

Pakistan after the trio is engaged in the trilateral dialogue since 2014.

There are some prospects for cooperation in the CAP region between China, Afghanistan, and
Pakistan that can be digital Silk Road, integration into CPEC and BRI, Wakhan corridor, transit,
and trade, and peace within Afghanistan and with the region. However, it will be not easy for
the trio to enter into such cooperation due to some challenges such as tense bilateral ties
between Afghanistan and Pakistan, the security situation in Afghanistan, Indian concerns
attached with such cooperation, the rigid terrain in Wakhan, and the ability and willingness of
Beijing to play a hegemonic stability role.

Keywords: CAP Region, China, Afghanistan, Pakistan, trilateral dialogue

Introduction

The China-Pakistan Economic Corridor is considered as a pilot project of Chinese Beltand Road
Initiative, and the situationin Afghanistan persuaded Beijing to think out of its box or traditional
foreign policy and lean more towards “creative involvement”.4 Hence, Beijing has stopped its

traditional foreign policy of non-interference by playing a role in the Afghan peace process and

*The theory of “creative involvement” was put forward by the Chinese scholar Yizhou Wang in his book entitled
“Creative Involvement: The Evolution of China’s Global Role” published in 2017. He emphasizes that for China
who is now a global power it should play an active role in international affairs, but not like the European powers
and USA whose policies are more of “interventionist” nature. For further study refers to: Yizhou Wang, Creative

Involvement: A New Direction in China’s Diplomacy, London: Routledge, 2017
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mediationbetween Afghanistan and Pakistan, butas yet witha little avail. However, despite this
result, China is already acting as a “responsible” global power after some of western

academicians and politicians criticized it for its “free-rider” role in Afghanistan.5

There are various unexploited or less exploited grounds of cooperation between the three that
the trio can build its foundations for the upcoming China-Afghanistan-Pakistan (CAP) region
to be evolved. But things would not be easy for the trio -China, Afghanistan, and Pakistan—
to smoothly enter into cooperation with a clear mindset and achieves its goals without any
hesitation. There is mistrust between Afghanistan and Pakistan which is a catalyst for the
failure of cooperation among the trio in the CAP region. The claims from both Kabul and
Islamabad that they are using its soil against the other, and the prevailing perceptions in Kabul
that Pakistan is using the non-state actors as a policy instrument is the biggest challenge for

such trilateral cooperation, including the insecurity situation in Afghanistan.

In this essay, the researcher will endeavor to explain the CAP region, and will try to answer
two questions: What are the prospects for trilateral cooperation and what are its

limitations/challenges?
The China-Afghanistan-Pakistan Region: An Introduction

CAP is an acronym that the researcher will use throughout this essay (and in his upcoming
thesis) for a region that is composed of three neighboring countries in South Asia and East
Asia namely China, Afghanistan, and Pakistan. Although this acronym hasn’t been used
officially for the “trilateral dialogue” that the three countries have already started, but we are
using it for the region where the trio will be engaged in the trilateral cooperation in the future.
Though, currently, there is limited cooperation which needs to be enhanced especially at times

that all the three countries are emphasizing on such trilateral cooperation.

% See for instance: Erica Downs, “China Buys into Afghanistan”, SAIS Review, vol. XXXII, no.2, 2012; and
Stephanie T. Kleine-Ahbrandt, “Beijing, Global Free-rider”, Foreign Policy, Nov 12, 2009
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The China-Afghanistan-Pakistan (CAP) is a region in the making in Asia, having 21.4% of
world and 36.3% of Asia’s population, huge natural resources and abundance of youth

6
power.

The former Afghan President Hamid Karzai on 22nd March 2010 visited China, and there
proposed for a trilateral mechanism for more cooperation among China, Afghanistan, and
Pakistan for “regional peace and stability”.7 The motive behind this was to “bolster Beijing’s
commercial footprint” and “use its proximity to Pakistan” toimprove Af-Pak ties.8 Since then,
the trilateral dialogue went through an evolutionary process. It started in 2012 withboth tracks
1.5 trilateral diplomacy and general directorate level talks between the foreign ministries.
After its three annual meetings, the general directorate level talks between the foreign
ministries were upgraded at the foreign secretary-level in 2015 and were called “strategic
dialogue”. After its three annual talks, these talks were upgraded in to trilateral foreign
Ministers’ dialogue in 2017. As yet, it had three annual meetings in the three capitals of the
concerned countries. All had agreed on some of the grounds of cooperation such as
Afghanistan’s inclusion in CPEC and BRI, and working in a joint project at Kunar River in

Afghanistan which had the capacity of producing more than 2000 MWs of electricity.

The Historical Relations between Af-Pak Region and China

The historical ties and cooperation between Af-Pak region and China can be traced back to the
“Silk Road”. During Kushanit Empire (100 BC - 375 A.D), Hephthalites Empire (440-710),
Ghaznavid Empire (977- 1189), Timurid Empire (1370-1507), and Durrani Empire (1747-1826),

there is a recorded bilateral ties and cooperation instances between the current Af-Pak region

® World Bank Database, 2017
7 Raghav Sharma, “Afghanistan: Discerning China’s Westward Strategy”, Asian Affairs, DOI:

https://doi.org/10.1080/03068374.2019.1672408. 2019
8 ibid


https://doi.org/10.1080/03068374.2019.1672408
https://doi.org/10.1080/03068374.2019.1672408
https://doi.org/10.1080/03068374.2019.1672408
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and China. The Af-Pak region played a role in exporting Buddhism and Islam to China along

the Silk Road, and the cultural impacts of Af-Pak region can also be felt upon China.’

During the 1950-2019 periods, there is a greater bilateral relation between China-Afghanistan,
China-Pakistan and Afghanistan-Pakistan in terms of MoUs signed between them. But
trilaterally, there are less than dozens of MoUs being signed and that too in the last one decade.
This shows the low intensity of trilateral cooperation, however, the last decade progress shows

a shift in momentum towards trilateral cooperation.
Theorical Framework: The “Constructive Involvement”

Since the post-cold war, multilateralism and tri-literalism is on the rise and China is no
exception for adopting it. In 1950s, the Chinese foreign policy was more based on he theory of
two camps, followed by opposing “imperialism, revisionism, and reactionaries” in the 1960s,
and Mao’s “three worldstheory” in the 1970s, and Deng Xiaoping's “Peace and Development”
in the 1980s. While in the 1990s, the Chinese foreign policy transformed and became more

multilateralism.

In the post-2001, the Chinese foreign policy is now mostly based on “constructive
involvement” although it is not officially endorsed under such notion or theory. This theory
was put forward by a Chinese scholar Gao Zugui and says that there are four pre-requisites

for such involvement:
First, the involvement should be not against UN charter.
Secondly, China’s involvement should be accepted by “state concerned”.

Thirdly, Chinese involvement should be helpful for the regional “stability and development”.

’ Ahmad Bilal Khalil, Cheen Aw Afghanistan: Dwa Arkheezay Areekay 1955-2015 [China and Afghanistan: The
Bilateral Ties 1955-2015], Centre for Strategic and Regional Studies: Kabul, 2018
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Lastly, China should have the “capacity” to fulfill such involvement. "’

Later on another Chinese scholar Zhao Huasheng further developed this theory and provided
few examples where China could play such a role. These instances are, but not limited to
China’s “active peacemaker” role amid “regional crises”, “establish[ment of] high-level
diplomatic contacts” with different governments for “communication” and “influence”
purposes, and “step up cooperation” with different entities to “address the root causes of
instability”.11

Since 2011, China is “constructively involved” with both Afghanistan, and Pakistan. In
Afghanistan, it is following a unique approach towards Afghanistan through supporting the
Afghan government diplomatically, economically, and importantly now as militarily. In
addition, it has also an open-door policy towards the Taliban. Regionally, on the Afghan issue,
itis engaged in a series of multilateral/bilateral approaches by excluding Afghanistan (such as
China-Pakistan-Russia, China-India-Russia, China-Pakistan and China-India) and including

Afghanistan (such as China-USA-Afghanistan and China-Afghanistan-Pakistan).

Interestingly, the active engagement of China in Afghan affairs is welcomed by both Pakistan
and Afghanistan. Because both are seeing this development as it is positively aligned with
their own strategic interests. Pakistan looks to it as it will diminish the Indian influence in
Afghanistan while Afghanistan looks to it differently as it will impact the Afghan security and
stability in the sense that the more China is engaged in Afghanistan; the more Pakistan will be

reluctant to support the non-state actors (i-e Taliban) in Afghanistan.

¥ Gao Zugui, “Constructive Involvement and Harmonious World: China’s Evolving Outlook on Sovereignty in
the Twenty-first Century”, Briefing Paper, Beijing: Friedrich Ebert Stiftung, 2008

' Mathieu Duchatel, Oliver Brauner and Zhou Hang, “Protecting China’s Overseas Interests: The Slow Shift away
from Non-interference”, SIPRI Policy Paper No. 41, Sweden: Stockholm International Peace Research Institute

(SIPRI), 2014
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Hence, we argue that the Chinese involvement in Afghanistan and Pakistan is based on
“constructive involvement” as it fulfills the four criterias set by Gao Zugui and later on

explained by Zhao Huasheng.
The Prospects for Cooperation in the CAP Region

Afghanistan is located at a unique place between Central Asia and South Asia, and East Asia
and the Middle East that is why it is described by some as the “heart of Asia”, and by
contemporary observers as an “insulator state” impacting more than two regions. This essay
will explore Afghanistan’s integration inChina’s Beltand Road Initiative (BRI), and the China-
Pakistan Economic Corridor (CPEC) along with other modes of cooperation among China-

Afghanistan-Pakistan. Hence, making the region more interconnected.

In addition, and at a times that itis highly likely that the post-US withdrawal period will leave
a power vacuum in Afghanistan leading not only to instability and chaos but to the rise of
regional/global rivalries and politics in Afghanistan. Hence, the trilateral cooperation can be
one of the options to make the Afghan government less vulnerable to these regional rivalries’
shock that are greatly impacting the peace and instability, and reducing the prospects for

Afghanistan to be a “land-linked” country.

1. Digital Silk Road: The Integration of Regional Fiber Optics

Afghanistan has already signed a number of MoUs with Turkmenistan and Pakistan for Digital
Turkmenistan-Afghanistan-Pakistan connectivity through optic fiber. The second MoU was

signed between Kyrgyzistan, Tajikistan, China, and Afghanistan and the third one between

China and Afghanistan.” The development and investment in Afghan fiber-optic networks

" For more information please refer to the Regional Economic Cooperation Conference on Afghanistan (RECCA)

website on this:< : ?2page id= >


http://recca.af/?page_id=2130
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could efficiently connect the Central Asian landlocked countries to undersea cables via

neighboring Pakistan."’
2. Integration in to CPEC

CPEC s considered as a prospect of cooperation between China, Afghanistan, and Pakistan by
all the three sides. Although itis very much cleared that it can impact the regional cooperation,
and CPEC can be integrated in transport, energy, and trade infrastructure networks beyond
the Pakistan-China nexus.14 But, still the Afghan side is “unclear” about it;12 Pakistan lacks
the “spirit”15 while both Pakistan and China haven’t agreed more than the verbal and written

agreement that Afghanistan should be included.

There are various projects inside Afghanistan in different sectors such as railways, highways,
transit routes, optic fiber, and energy sectors that can be easily aligned with CPEC, paving the

way for Afghanistan’s concrete inclusion and integration into CPEC.
3. Integration into BRI

Although, Afghanistan received membership in China’s Asian Investment Infrastructure Bank
(AIIB), and signed a MoU with Beijing on “One Belt and One Road”. But still it is a missing
link in both China’s Silk Road Economic Belt and CPEC. The prior goes through Central Asian
republics while the lateral through Pakistan. Clearly Afghanistan is isolated. For any
prosperous trilateral cooperation, it is necessary that Afghanistan should be integrated into
these two big projects through connecting Afghanistan’s transport and transit networks, and

investments in the mining sectors.

® Annio Cowan, “Afghanistan Reconnected: Challenges and Opportunities in the Context of China’s Belt and
Road Initiative”, The EastWest Institute, Policy Report, 2018

“SGiegfried O Wolf, “China Pakistan Economic Corridor (CPEC): Regional Cooperation in the Wider South Asian
Region”, In China’s Global Rebalancing and the New Silk Road, edited by E.R Deepak, 85-100, Singapore:
Springer, 2017

¥ ibid



51 | b 2 V78 by cpiin ojlods iy Sl JUyg5 S

4. The Wakhan Corridor

The Wakhan Corridor is a narrow strip in Badakhshan, Afghanistan, and is bordering three
countries namely Pakistan, China, and Tajikistan. This place is also historically known as the
roof of the world and had a great importance during the Great Game period in the 19th
Century and Cold War in the 20th Century. This narrow strip is also the shortest route for
Pakistan to reach Tajikistan. Today it can promote the cultural, tourism, people to people
connectivity and business to business connectivity and trade and transit activities between the

four countries.16
5. Transit and Trade

The shortest route for the majority of Central Asian landlocked countries and Afghanistan is
the route via Pakistan. For Pakistan too, the shortest transit route to Central Asia is via
Afghanistan. However, unfortunately, due to the politicization of “economics” by both
Afghanistan and Pakistan, this route hasn’t been properly exploited. One Pakistani exporter
perfectly explains that any transit agreement without Afghanistan with Central Asian
Countries will not be “fruitful”.17

6. Peace in and Peace Out: Mediation in Afghanistan and between Kabul and Islamabad
Since the Cold War, when Pakistan persuaded China to de-escalate tensions between
Afghanistan and Pakistan, the Chinese foreign Minister Chou Enlai declined to play such a
role.18 But, now, neither the international environment is the same and nor China is the China

of the past. Itis a global power. Hence, it has showed an interest to play both “facilitator” and

* Muhammad Munir and Muhammad Shafiq, “Geostrategic Significance of Wakhan Corridor for Afghanistan,
China and Pakistan”, National Defense University, Islamabad: Margalla Papers, Vol. XII, 2018

7 Adam Saud, “Revivalism of Silk Routes: CPEC and South Asia - Central Asia Connectivity.” Journal of Political
Studies, Special Issue, 191-205, 2018

' Ahmad Bilal Khalil, “The History of Chinese Mediation Between Afghanistan and Pakistan”, The Diplomat,
2018
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“mediator” role between Afghanistan, and Pakistan. Both Afghanistan, and Pakistan also
agreed with the Chinese mediation. In this regard, the Chinese foreign Minister Wang Yi and
had already visited the two countries. But still, the mediation is under progress in the Chinese
way and with the Chinese long-term characteristics. In addition, it is important to note that
one of the four objectives of Chinese foreign policy towards Afghanistan is peace between

Afghanistan and Pakistan.19

On the other hand, China is also has agreed to play a “facilitator” role between the Afghan
government and the Taliban contrary to its historical “non-interventionist” policy. It has
invited several times the Taliban’s political leadership from Qatar’s political office to China,
and is working to prepare a meeting of an intra-Afghan dialogue in China. Both the Afghan
government and the Taliban are looking to the Chinese involvement with optimism. Taliban
needs a guarantee great power in any possible peace deal with the USA and China can be

critical in this regards. this regard.
The Challenges Faced
1. Afghanistan’s inclusion into CPEC

As all the three sides have agreed to extend CPEC to Afghanistan, if both China and Pakistan
wants it to make it a real game-changer for the region. But scholars interpret that there could
be two challenges associated with it. First, Pakistan will not want China to capitalize on Indian

connectivity projects in Afghanistan. Second, Pakistan is likely that it will not favor

¥ Zhou Yongbiao “China’s Afghanistan Policy Since 9/11: Stages and Prospects” Asian Survey, Vol. 58, No. 2.
2018
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modernization and industrialization in Afghanistan under CPEC because it will undermine

and make the “Punjabi” and “Karachi” Industrialists unhappy.”’
2. Tense Afghanistan-Pakistan Bilateral Relations

The smooth and cordial relations between Pakistan and Afghanistan are necessary for any
regional integration that aims to connect Central Asia to South Asia, and the inclusion of
Afghanistan into CPEC. The security, stability, development and peace of the region would be
prospering if there aren’t any tensions between Kabul and Islamabad.21 Butthings are not that
simple. Both Kabul, and Islamabad view each other through security lenses and importantly
even politicizing the economic issues as well. Historically, there are tensions between both

countries and it is unlikely that these tensions would be removed in a short period of time.
3. The Security Situation in Afghanistan

The security situation in Afghanistan is worsening year by year since 2009; the civilian
casualties were a record high in 2018 with more than 10.000 casualties. According to Special
Inspector General for Afghanistan Reconstruction (SIGAR)’s report in 2019, Afghan
government controls 53.8% of the total Afghan districts while 33.9% of districts are contested
between the Afghan government and Anti-government organizations- Taliban.22 In such
“insecure Afghanistan” it is unlikely that the investors will agree to invest in Afghanistan’s
infrastructure, energy and mining sectors that would likely help to connect Afghanistan with
both China, and Pakistan. In addition, itis also difficult to integrate Afghanistan into the wider

BRI projects and CPEC in particular. On the other hand, it would also be “further deterred”

*Siegfried O Wolf “Afghanistan Within the BRI Vision and the Feasibility of Enlarging the CPEC.” In The China-
Pakistan Economic Corridor of the Belt and Road Initiative: Concept, Context and Assessment, edited by S. O.
Wolf, 261-280, Cham, Switzerland: Contemporary South Asian Studies, Springer. 2019

Y A N Wei, “The Cooperation Between China and Afghanistan Under the ‘Belt and Road Initiative’”.
International Relations, Vol. 6, No. 6. 2018

? European Asylum Support Office, Afghanistan: Security Situation, na: European Union, 2019, pp: 57-60



54 1 5 2 YA by cpiin oylods ¢pinds Jluo JUyg5 S

and discourages both Pakistan and China to select Afghanistan as one of their transit trade

corridors when it comes to trade with Central Asia and the Middle East respectively.23
4. TheIndian Concerns

Although, both India and China have agreed to cooperate in Afghanistan injoint projects, but,
some Indians believe that this type of cooperation will not yield in to into “substantial”
cooperation.24 India is concerned over the trilateral cooperation between China, Afghanistan
and Pakistan due to two major factors: First, its competition with China globally and
regionally, and secondly, its position in Afghanistan. For instance, the trio’s engagement in
CPEC will “ensure” the “success of the BRI”, and would likely decrease the importance of

Chabahar port, weakened its economic position in Afghanistan. 25

5. The Wakhan Corridor Challenge

The revival of the Wakhan corridor to enhance people-to-people and business-to-business
relations between the three countries is are dependable upon three factors:

Firstly, the building of infrastructure networks in this hard terrain is depended on the
availability of huge investments;

Secondly, Beijing’s eagerness to open its borders for such a corridor. Currently it is reluctant
to do so due to fears that if the border with Afghanistan is opened, terrorism might spill over

to China.”

B Gafi, Mariam and Bismellah Alizada. Integrating Afghanistan into Belt and Road Initiative: Review, Analysis
and Prospects. Kabul: Friedrich Eberto Stiftung, 2018; Zhou Yongbiao, “China’s Afghanistan Policy Since 9/11:
Stages and Prospects”. Asian Survey, Vol. 58, No. 2. 2018

#  Gharma, Raghav. “Afghanistan: Discerning China’s Westward Strategy”. Asian Affairs, DOI:

https://doi.org/10.1080/03068374.2019.1672408. 2019

®Manish, and Prashant Kaushik. “CPEC, Afghanistan and India’s Concerns.” India Quarterly, vol. 75, no. 2, pp.
253-261. 2019

* Munir, Muhammad, and Muhammad Shafig. “Geostrategic Significance of Wakhan Corridor for Afghanistan,
China and Pakistan”. National Defense University, Islamabad: Margalla Papers, Vol. XII, 2018


https://doi.org/10.1080/03068374.2019.1672408
https://doi.org/10.1080/03068374.2019.1672408
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6. Beijing’s Mediation inside and Outside Afghanistan

Although, Beijing is ready to play a mediation role between the Afghanistan, and Pakistan,
and between the Afghan Taliban, and the Afghan government. But the question is whether it
could be able to successfully do this. It is the litmus test of China as a global power because it
is the first time it is playing such arole. Some of the Chinese believes/ believe contrary to this
and says that by doing so “unrealistic international responsibilities” would be imposed on
China and further the “hostile emotions of Afghans toward Pakistan could be redirected at
China.”27 However, others are of the view that China has both the capacity and potentials to
persuade Pakistan to “sincerely” help in the Afghan peace process. If by any Chance, China
wasn’t being able to mediate between Kabul and Islamabad and Afghan government and
Taliban, the prospects for trilateral cooperation seem limited.

Conclusion

The smoothen the ties between Afghanistan and Pakistan, the more likely the China,
Afghanistan and Pakistan region would turn into a rising CAP region. However, for this,
Beijing must play a leadership role compared to its economy, military strength, political and
diplomatic potentials. Otherwise, there is a less chance of turning the CAP region into another
economic block.
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