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Centuries ago, through the winding deserts of Xinjiang, the towering peaks of the
Karakoram, and the bustling bazaars of Samarkand, the Silk Road echoed with the
rhythm of camel bells. Caravans passed by, carrying silk, spices, jade, and porcelain.
From that moment, the story of revolution began, as travelers carried not only
goods but also ideas, curiosities, creativity, and knowledge with them. A series of
great technological shocks followed when Asian innovations, paper, gunpowder, the
stirrup, and the moldboard plow, reached Europe through this route, making Asia
the heartbeat of ancient progress.

This road not only connected markets, but also forged connections between
hearts. Currently, in an age of artificial intelligence and digital diplomacy, the ancient
pulse beats once more through fiber-optic veins that connect Beijing to Islamabad.
The revival of revolution has returned as China and Pakistan join hands to build the
Digital Silk Road under the Belt and Road Initiative (DSR). Centuries later, as data
replaces caravans and algorithms replace ledgers, the same spirit of exchange
resurfaces under a new name: the Digital Silk Road.

Now, diplomacy is no longer confined to embassies and treaties; today, it travels
through undersea cables and data centers. The Digital Silk Road, an ambitious
extension of China’s Belt and Road Initiative, is redefining the meaning of global
engagement. For Pakistan, this shift marks the dawn of tech diplomacy, where
internet infrastructure becomes a tool of influence, and digital integration replaces
traditional diplomacy. As Islamabad and Beijing collaborate on 5G, artificial
intelligence, and smart city projects, Pakistan stands poised to become a regional
digital hub bridging Asia, Africa, and Europe.

Why Pakistan Needs the Digital Silk Road (DSR)?

Before the Digital Silk Road, Pakistan was repeatedly shaken by cyber earthquakes
that rattled every aspect of daily life. The news international estimates that
between 0.7 and 0.8 million cyberattacks occur in Pakistan every day, yet many of
them are "foiled” by the nation's cybersecurity professionals.
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The country's internet infrastructure was fragile, relying on a few submarine cables, a
single landing point in Karachi, and routes passing through regional hubs like India.
This led to slow data speeds, outages, and concerns about surveillance. Each outage
felt like a setback, every alarm a reminder that digital trust was dwindling. Then came
the Digital Sik Road, a deliberate effort to improve the situation: secure land
corridors to China, new submarine cables, and local data centers to support the
country's digital future. This shift transformed vulnerability into resilience, turning fear
of attacks into a plan for robust encryption, smarter governance, and partnerships
that respect privacy while promoting innovation. If Pakistan stays committed to
diversification, sovereignty, and inclusion, the Digital Silk Road could convert those
disruptions into a steady march toward a multi-polar digital age.

Bridging the Digital Divide: Opportunities & Challenges Under DSR

Opportunities

o Pakistan And East Africa Connecting Europe (PEACE) Project Boosting
Regional Connectivity

The Pakistan East Africa Cable Express (PEACE) is one of the projects under the
Digital Silk Road (DSR). It is not just a submarine cable; it is Pakistan's first real escape
from digital dependency on India. Spanning 15,000 km from Gwadar to Europe via
Africa, PEACE promises enhanced digital sovereignty, reliable bandwidth, and an
estimated USD 400 million in annual revenue. Beyond economics, it positions
Pakistan as a regional data corridor, attracting investments from Asia, Africa, and the
Middle East.

» China-Pakistan Fiber Optic (CPFOP) Project Linking The North
The China-Pakistan Fiber Optic Project (CPFOP) is another strategic project that
links northern Pakistan to the digital economy. Remote areas in Gilgit-Baltistan,
Kashmir, and Khyber Pakhtunkhwa gain access to 3G, 4G, and soon 5G networks,
unlocking opportunities for e-commerce, remote work, telemedicine, and online
education. Milions of youth now have the tools to compete globally, turning
previously isolated regions into digital talent hubs.
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e But, it would be quite chSmart Cities & Digital Terrestrial Multimedia
Broadcasting (DTMB):

Modern Governance & Public Services Smart city initiatives, especially Gwadar
Smart Port City, are transforming urban management with intelligent traffic
systems, energy-efficient infrastructure, & digitilized public services. Digital
terrestrial multimedia broadcasting (DTMB) ensures HD information access even in
remote regions, fostering national cohesion, cultural exchange, & e-learning
opportunities.

e Al-Driven Governance and Economic Growth
China’s DSR brings Al-assisted governance, enabling data-driven decision-making,
automated land & tax records, & predictive public services. Broadband expansion
and smart technologies can boost GDP, reduce inefficiencies, & strengthen public
trust. Pakistan’s integration into the DSR gives it strategic & economic leverage, an
alternative to reliance on Western technologies, & a pathway to a knowledge-
based economy.

e Strategic Opportunities

States worldwide are aligning their geo-strategic & geo-economic interests with
digital technology. China’s DSR exemplifies this, offering affordable digital
infrastructure such as data centers, submarine cables, smart cities, & 5G. For
Pakistan & other Global South countries, the DSR is more than infrastructure; it is a
chance to leapfrog into the digital era, gain economic independence, & secure a
seat in the global tech order.

Challenges
e Policy paralysis

Pakistan is entering a pivotal phase in its digital evolution, where the choices it
makes today will shape its economic & technological trajectory for decades.
Strategic connectivity, Al-powered governance, smart cities, & modern digital
infrastructure present opportunities to sidestep the old blocks of traditional
development and build a future powered by innovation. But Pakistan's digital
promise is throttled by a 15 Mbps reality, as reported by The Daily Chronicle Dawn,
while the 5G roll-out in seven major cities has been delayed due to spectrum &
policy indecision.
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No doubt, Slow internet means slow learning, slow business, & slow innovation, a
student's dream suspended in midair, a startup's promise fading into a lost
connection. This isn't merely a technical shortfall; it's a defining choice between two
different paths for our nation: one marked by frustrating delays, & the other defined
by bold strides towards a brighter future we can shape.

e Dependency Dilemma

Pakistan risks having excessive dependence on Chinese technology, struggling with
unresolved data governance challenges, & is vulnerable to cyber attacks &
surveillance. The real test for Pakistan is whether it can build a new national
operating system powered by Al, one that modernizes governance, ensures cyber-
sovereignty, develops local data centers, and nurtures homegrown innovation
instead of long-term dependency.

Way Forward: If Pakistan implements a balanced model, leveraging Chinese
investment while building its own digital autonomy, it can shift from the periphery of
global politics to becoming a strategic digital corridor in the emerging tech order.
The DSR is not just a project; it is Pakistan’s chance to reinvent itself as a knowledge-
driven, geotechnological state rather than a traditional aid-dependent economy.

Digital Power Dynamics in a Multipolar World

In a world rewriting its power map, digital currents now surge across a multipolar
horizon. China’s growing partnership in cloud services, cybersecurity, & 5G readiness
is quietly filing a gaping investment void left by the West, turning Pakistan into a
prospective data corridor that links Asia, the Middle East, & Africa. The government's
bold plan to roll out 5G in seven major cities, as highlighted in Khyber Proton,
underscores a nation eager to shed old constraints & sprint into the global tech
race.

Yet, technology is never just about progress; it's also about power. The same
networks that connect can also control. China's growing role in digital infrastructure
worries Washington & New Delhi, who see it as a Trojan horse for surveillance &
influence.
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The US. bans Chinese chips, as reported by the Council on Foreign Relations, and
India also blocks Chinese apps, as covered by TRT World, both trying to hold their
ground in a new kind of Cold War, one fought with data instead of bombs. The West
argues it's about security; Beijing says it's about competition. In truth, it's about who
sets the rules of the digital future.

For Pakistan & others on this new Silk Road, the real challenge is balance. They must
take the economic benefits, faster networks, smarter cities, and new industries
without falling into technological dependency or political pressure from either side.
If thoughtfully implemented, the Digital Silk Road could bridge the global digital
divide. If not, it could split the world into two rival inter-nets: one built by Silicon
Valley, the other by Shenzhen. The choice, and the future, will depend on how wisely
nations navigate between East and West.

Imagining the Future of Digital Silk Road

The Digital Silk Road (DSR) is no longer a distant vision; it is becoming Pakistan's
emerging architecture of progress. Picture a future where Gwadar’s streets pulse
with intelligence, where thousands of unseen sensors keep cities alive and
responsive. Before a traffic jam even begins, the city’s Al brain adjusts signals; before
a power surge threatens a blackout, the grid rebalances itself. These are not
futuristic dreams, they are early prototypes of an algorithmic state, one where
technology is not just a tool of governance but the bloodstream of the nation. In
these “thinking cities,” the walls themselves will breathe data, transforming the idea
of urban life from static concrete to dynamic code.

Beyond the cities, the DSR extends its digital roots deep into the fertile fields of
Punjab and Sindh, where drones serve as the new stewards of agriculture. Hovering
silently above, they scan each leaf and soil patch, mapping invisible patterns of
health and scarcity. Al doctors in the sky diagnose disease and prescribe precision
treatments, ensuring higher yields with a fraction of the water once needed. For the
first time, Pakistan’s rural economy could leapfrog industrial bottlenecks, turning
data into its most valuable crop.

www.cresf.pk 006



CRCSF

Yet this transformation is not just economic; it's cultural. It signals a shift from
tradition-bound intuition to evidence-based intelligence, from generations of
guesswork to the age of algorithmic agriculture.

But perhaps the most profound innovation is invisible: the emergence of a “digital
twin" a virtual reflection of Pakistan itself. When cities, farms, power grids, and
weather systems begin to speak to one another, they create a national brain
capable of predicting, simulating, and even deciding. The implications are
breathtaking and sobering. Who owns this intelligence? Who controls the data that
fuels it? If Pakistan becomes the prototype for an Al-assisted economy across the
Belt and Road network, the world will watch closely, not only for its success but also
for its ethics.

The DSR’s future may well determine whether technology becomes humanity’s
greatest equalizer or its most sophisticated chain. Pakistan stands at the crossroads
of history, where silicon meets sovereignty and where the dreams of the Digital Silk
Road could either illuminate the world or cast a shadow that lasts a century.
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