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SOST, Pakistan: A glossy highway and hundreds of
lorries transporting Chinese workers by the thou-
sands: the new Silk Road is under construction in
northern Pakistan, but locals living on the border
are yet to be convinced they will receive more from
it than dust. The town of Sost is gateway to millions
in customs duties, with its rickety stalls of corrugat-
ed iron engraved in Mandarin and Urdu, its cross-
border secret agents and its dusty petrol station’s
abrupt service.

It is the first stop along a new $46 billion “eco-
nomic corridor” designed by China in Pakistan.

Drivers from China arrive through the
Khunjerab Pass, the world’s highest paved border
crossing at 4,600 metres (15,000 feet) above sea
level, and unload their goods encircled by the mag-
nificent Karakoram mountains, swirled with snow. 

From there, Pakistani colleagues pick up the
goods and transport them the length of the coun-
try-currently to Karachi, some 2,000 kilometres
(1,200 miles) away on the Arabian Sea, but in the
future to Gwadar, where Beijing has been given
management of the port in a grand project allow-

ing China greater access to the Middle East, Africa
and Europe. 

But, until recently, the highway was cut off just
south of Sost, blocked for five years by a landslide
that dammed the Hunza river and birthed the 10
kilometre long lake of Attabad, with its ice-blue gla-
cier water.  Unable to drive around the mountain,
China simply tunnelled through it, sending thou-
sands of workers in a titanic effort that took more
than three years and cost at least $275 million.

“We have suffered because of the lake,” joked
Amjad Ali, a round-faced trader who sells clothing
in the Sost bazaar, where the new Chinese highway
has replaced the old Silk Road-a tortuous dirt track
travelled for centuries by trade caravans.

Before the tunnel, residents of Sost had to cross
the lake by boat in a journey that took at least an
hour. Traffic in winter was meagre. “With the tunnel,
we hope business will take off and tourists flock
here,” said Ali. “We are once again connected by
road to the rest of Pakistan,” rejoiced another resi-
dent, Mohammed Israr. 

But their optimism is tempered by fear that the

trucks will simply drive on by, leaving Sost to
receive, as Ali put it, “nothing but dust”.

“The Chinese care only for their own economic
interest,” said Noor-e-din, another trader with a rus-
set moustache. “We risk spending our days count-
ing trucks as they drive past.”

Islamabad, he predicted, is set to collect millions
in customs duty from Sost while doing little or
nothing for the town.  Israr, for his part, evoked a
land grab by wealthy Chinese and Pakistanis “from
below” (the south). The latter have already
approached farmers in the region in a bid to snap
up their fields. 

‘My land, not China’s’  
Sitting on the border of his potato field under

the shade of an apple tree, Ali Qurban fears losing
his beloved region in Islamabad’s grand dance
with Beijing. “This is my land of Gilgit-Baltistan-not
that of Pakistan or China,” the local activist and
occasional poet cries. 

A land of peaks and glaciers, of verdant valleys
and azure lakes, Gilgit-Baltistan was long a collec-

tion of small kingdoms before being attached to
Pakistan in the 1970s.

It does not have provincial status and its inhabi-
tants do not have the right to vote in national elec-
tions, hence the feeling of alienation from
Islamabad and the lack of a voice on the economic
corridor.  But for the head of local government,
Hafiz Hafeez ur-Rehman, the project is a “game-
changer” for a region that should be the “prime
beneficiary” as it is located on the threshold of
China.

The government plans to install commercial
areas and invest in hydroelectric dam projects
along the future super-highway to the south, he
told AFP. 

The Uighur question 
Other, more shadowy political and security fac-

tors also contribute to the sense of alienation in
Gilgit: such as Beijing and Islamabad’s apparent
efforts to clamp down on the restive regions that
surround the corridor. In Gilgit-Baltistan, the most
famous local labour activist, Baba Jan, has been

imprisoned for “terrorism” since 2011 for organis-
ing an anti-government demonstration.

In the neighbouring Chinese region of Xinjiang,
Beijing is closely monitoring Muslim Uighurs, say-
ing that extremists from the minority are in hiding
in Pakistan-a claim that has been supported by
local security sources.

For locals, it all adds up to a lack of agency. The
government and the military have “paralysed the
people here”, the activist Qurban said, adding they
are suppressed “as Uighurs are suppressed by the
Chinese government in Xinjiang”. “The decision-
makers will decide for themselves what the benefit
of the economic corridor is,” he says.

Muhammad Qasim, a Uighur now living in
Gilgit whose angular face is woven with wrinkles,
remembers leaving Xinjiang as a child to seek
refuge in Pakistan after China’s communist revolu-
tion. 

He travelled, he said, by the ancient Silk Road.
“At the time it was just a narrow path-no roads, no
vehicles. Our only means of transport was a don-
key.” —AFP

China’s new Silk Road: Boom or dust for Pakistan?
Locals remain skeptic as massive construction underway

A Chinese woman (left) poses for a photograph with a Pakistani man at the Pakistan-China Khunjerab Pass, the world’s highest paved border crossing at 4,600 meters above sea level. —AFP

BRUSSELS: Emirates has written to
several  European governments
expressing concern that its flying
rights could be frozen if the European
Commission is allowed to use aviation
negotiations with Gulf countries as a
way to challenge alleged illegal state
subsidies to Gulf  air l ines.  The
Commission, the European Union’s
executive, is expected to ask member
states for a mandate to start talks on
flying agreements with the Gulf coun-
tries and others such as China and
Turkey when it presents an aviation
package in December.

However, some European countries,
notably France and Germany, have
pushed the Commission to use a com-
mercial aviation agreement with the
Gulf countries as a way to tackle alleged
subsidies to carriers like Emirates, Etihad
Airways and Qatar Airways. The debate
on unfair competition from the Gulf car-
riers has been raging in both Europe
and the United States, where several air-
lines are campaigning to persuade
Washington to alter commercial flying
arrangements with Qatar and the
United Arab Emirates.

In a letter to Hungary, seen by
Reuters, the company’s President
Timothy Clark says handing power to
the Commission to initiate talks “on
the wrong terms” would undermine
connectivity and tourism growth in
Europe.

“It has come to our attention that
there has been growing pressure on
the European Commission from the
French and German Transpor t
Ministers to ensure conditions are vir-
tually impossible for al l  s ides to
adhere to, thereby freezing Emirates’
flying rights as long as any negotia-
tions are ongoing,” the letter says.

Emirates sent letters to govern-
ments in its major markets in Europe.
Germany’s Lufthansa and France’s Air
France KLM have spoken out against
what they see as unfair competition
from the Gulf carriers.

Emirates has firmly denied receiv-
ing subsidies. In the letter Clark says
Emirates has been profitable for the
last 27 years and supported 85,100
jobs across the EU in 2013-14.

“Rather than receive subsidies as
erroneously alleged, Emirates has in

fact paid its state shareholder over
$3.363 billion in dividends up to and
including its 2014-15 financial year.”

The Commission is working on a
legislative proposal to tackle unfair
competition from non-EU airlines
which could include the ability to sus-
pend air traffic rights, according to a
document seen by Reuters. It is also
developing a “fair competition” clause
to be inserted in commercial flying
agreements with non-EU countries.

A spokesman for the Commission
said fair  competition would be
addressed as part of the “comprehen-
sive agreements the Commission
aims to discuss with several coun-
tries.”

“The need to ensure a level play-
ing field when liberalising is widely
recognised internationally,” said Jakub
Adamowicz.  An Emirates spokes-
woman said the airl ine remained
committed to developing its
European operations and regularly
engages with governments on vari-
ous matters, but declined to elabo-
rate on details of specific communica-
tions. —Reuters

Emirates urges caution on EU-level 
aviation agreement with Gulf

SYDNEY/TOKYO:  Global stocks are set
for a short-term sell-off today after
Islamist militants launched coordinat-
ed attacks across Paris that killed 129
people, but analysts said a prolonged
economic impact or market reaction
was unlikely. President Francois
Hollande has declared a state of emer-
gency, ordering police and troops into
the streets, and set three days of offi-
cial mourning after the attacks he
called an “act of war” by Islamic State.

The carnage prompted condemna-
tion by world leaders and outpourings
of support for Parisians from around
the globe, but would likely have only a
knee-jerk impact on investment deci-
sions, said Shane Oliver, chief econo-
mist at Australia’s AMP Capital in
Sydney. “History will tell us that if the
economic impact is limited and I think
it will be - that markets will quickly
recover and go on to focus on other
things,” Oliver, who is also head of strat-
egy at the A$156 billion ($111 billion)
wealth management firm.

While news of the attacks hit after
markets closed on Friday, S&P 500

Index futures were still trading and
shed about 1 percent in light volume.

“If this had happened during mar-
ket trading hours there could have
been a panic but markets had a week-
end to digest all the information,” said
Eiji Kinouchi, chief technical analyst at
Daiwa Securities in Tokyo. With Wall
Streetclosing more than 1 percent low-
er after weak US retail sales figures,
Asian and European share markets
would have been expected to fall even
without the Paris attacks.

French stocks, particularly those
exposed to the country’s large tourism
sector, are likely to suffer the biggest
falls. “These Paris terrorist attacks and
the larger scale of this attack could
have a meaningful negative impact on
the travel and tourism sector,” said
Robert T. Lutts, president and chief
investment officer at Cabot Wealth
Management in Salem, Massachusetts.

France has the largest number of
tourists in the world and the sector
accounts for almost 7.5 percent of GDP.

“Given that France has a big tourism
industry there may be some damage

to the economy if this leads to a fall in
visitors to France, or in tourism in gen-
eral after the crash of a Russian plane,”
said Hidenori Suezawa, financial mar-
ket and fiscal analyst at SMBC Nikko
Securities.

“I do not expect this impact to go so
far as to affect the Fed’s monetary poli-
cy though at this point.” Europe has
suffered similar coordinated attacks on
public transport systems previously, in
Madrid in 2004 and London in 2005.
Almost 250 people were killed and
more than 2,500 injured in those
bombings on trains and buses by Al
Qaeda-inspired militants.

“The knee-jerk reaction in other ter-
rorist attacks over the last decade has
been a rush to safety, including aggres-
sive buying in the US Treasury markets,”
said Guy LeBas, chief fixed income
strategist at Janney Montgomery Scott
LLC in Philadelphia. “I sincerely hope
these attacks will prove short in dura-
tion and will abate in intensity, in
which case the market reaction will
likely only include a brief safety bid in
Treasuries.”

Global markets brace 
for short-term selloff


