Who are the Baloch, and Where is Balochistan?
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Where the Baloch Live:
Balochistan is a region of Southwestern and Southern Asia that encompasses roughly 600,000 square kilometers.  Over half of the region (347,000 square kilometers) falls within the borders of Pakistan, forming the Pakistani province of Balochistan. The province is the largest in the country, making up 43% of Pakistan’s land area.  It is also the least populated and poorest due to its climate and limited infrastructure. The remaining segments are located in portions of Iran and Afghanistan (181,785 and 70,000 square kilometers, respectively.) The Iranian portion of Balochistan is grouped into a province known as Sistan and Balochestan [note:  “Balochestan” is an alternative spelling used by the Iranians.]  The situation there is analogous to the situation on the Pakistani side of the border, in that Sistan and Balochestan is one of the poorest and most desolate parts of Iran, with a sparse population. In Afghanistan, portions of Balochistan are divided between three provinces:  Nimroz, Helmand, and Farah.  The region is very sparsely populated. There are roughly 8 million Baloch in Pakistan, 4 million in Iran, and 800,000 in Afghanistan (though some higher estimates are available.)  Among the Pakistani Balochis, over three million of them live outside of Balochistan, particularly in Punjab and Sindh provinces.  Many live in the slum areas of Pakistan’s large cities, particularly Karachi, which was originally founded by Balochis and bore a Baloch name: Kolachi.   

Additionally, 1.6 million Balochis live and work in the Persian Gulf nations of Kuwait, Saudi Arabia, Bahrain, Qatar, United Arab Emirates, and Oman.  Eighty percent of these Balochis are temporary workers; like others in their situation, they work at various jobs in the Gulf before returning home.  The remaining percent have acquired some type of more permanent status.  Balochi communities exist elsewhere in the world, including tens of thousands in Turkmenistan and others in East Africa, as far south as Mombasa, Kenya, as well as a small population in Europe and North America. 

Climate and Geography of Balochistan:
The region’s low population seems remarkable when compared with very densely populated areas nearby, such as the Indus valley. These low numbers largely reflect the substantial differences in geography between the two regions.  The areas near the Indus River are highly fertile, and as a result have attracted settlers for thousands of years.  In contrast, much of Balochistan is arid, rocky, and dry.  Balochistan experiences extreme heat in the summer and extreme cold in the winter, and harsh wind storms make the environment even more inhospitable.  In the southern part of Balochistan, near the Arabian Sea, lies the Makran, a semi-desert area through which Alexander the Great once passed with considerable difficulty.  

The Baloch have traditionally followed a nomadic pastoralist lifestyle. They are becoming increasingly semi-nomadic or sedentary due to government restrictions and overall globalization. Some parts of Balochistan contain fertile oases, and the region’s inhabitants have used irrigation methods in order to enhance the region’s fertility.  Among other things, the Balochis grow oranges, date palms, barley, and grain, most of which goes to self sustain their tribes. There are very rarely any surplus crops that could be used for trade.    

Naturally, the population of Balochistan has clustered in the few fertile zones in the region.  For instance, Quetta, which is located in a river valley, is the region’s largest city with a population of over 2.7 million. This number is greatly comprised of Afghani refugees and, more recently, internally displaced persons from the flood, with Balochis being a minority in the city. Northern Balochistan also deviates from the rest of the region, in that it contains forests with tall evergreen trees.  This area is said to be the beginning of the path towards Karakoram 2.  
The Fight for Autonomy in Pakistan:
There has been tension between the province of Balochistan and the Pakistani central government since the forced accession of Balochistan into the Pakistani state in 1947.  Political power in Balochistan has historically been decentralized because of the harsh climate discouraged interaction between groups and nomadic tribal structure provided sufficient local governance.  Power and social organization has been based on tribalism since people first settled in the region.  Pakistan’s formation as a federalized nation brought together ethnic groups that had never before been joined under one political power, many of which did not consent to incorporation. The Baloch, Pashtun, and Sindh minority ethnic groups had fought off Punjabi encroachments into their land for centuries and upon the creation of Pakistan found themselves in a state with a Punjabi majority, which wielded the military and political power. 
Baloch people have been politically marginalized since Pakistan’s inception, and lack of government participation has created great frustration among the Balochi population. As a result, seperatist groups have formed and have been demonized by the central government for their struggle for greater autonomy.  The conflict has resulted in a series of military operations in Balochistan in 1948, 1958, 1973 and 2005. The last few years has seen an increase in violence from Pakistani military forces, especially in the form of extrajudicial killings. The Pakistani government has generally turned to military solutions rather than political ones, increasing the separatist sentiment among the Baloch. 
While there are varying goals and demands made by the Baloch, the most drastic being the creation of an independent Balochistan state, the call for greater provincial autonomy and greater economic control of the province’s resources is clear. The Lahore Resolution, written by the Muslim League in 1940, calls for Muslim autonomy from India and led to the creation of Pakistan. It states that the “constituent units” of the newly formed independent states would be “autonomous and sovereign.” The ethnic minorities of Pakistan cite the Lahore Resolution in their call for greater autonomy. The original 1973 Pakistani constitution included important provisions that granted a degree of provincial autonomy. The constitution has been ravaged over the years by military governments that have not fully implemented the constitution and have eroded provincial autonomy and centralized power. 

From the beginning, Balochistan resisted its incorporation into Pakistan.  The majority of the present day Balochistan province was ruled indirectly by the British during the years of the British Raj, and when the years of British rule in the region ended in 1947, Baloch nationalists expected to gain independence for Balochistan. The day after the creation of Pakistan on August 14, 1947, the khan of Kalat, a princely state of Balochistan, declared independence from Pakistan, prompting the first military operation carried out by the federal government in Balochistan beginning in April of 1948.
Beginning in 1958, the Pakistani government again began military operations when the Baloch violently resisted the combination of the provinces of West Pakistan into one political unit, which combination essentially denied the existence of Balochistan and removed any hope for autonomy or greater political power.  Balochistan was finally given provincial status in 1970.       
In 1972, the newly elected provincial government of Balochistan began handling the affairs of the province, but Prime Minister Zulfikar Ali Bhutto disbanded the provincial government on February 12, 1973 in order to protect the commercial interests of the Punjabis and non-Baloch in the province.  This began the most violent conflict between the Baloch resistance and the Pakistani military which ended with a ceasefire in 1977 after a military coup overthrew Bhutto’s government and placed General Zia ul-Haq in power.
The latest military operation began in 2005.  The Baloch claim that the Punjabi dominated military had been taking over their land, restricting their freedoms, illegally detaining their people, and exploiting their resources. The military point to the tribal leaders’ opposition to development projects as the cause for the violence and claim that the operation was carried out to stop the attacks on government projects, buildings and personnel. 

Today, there are hundred of thousands of unreported cases of government opression and abuse towards Balochis suspected of working against the goverment. Crimes against these people rang from abductions and imprisonment, to public killings and attacks on family members. Often victims will go missing while on the way home or to work and then their mutilated bodies will turn up months later. Balochi families claim that the abductions are carried out by two Pakistani military groups, the Inter Services Intelligence (ISI) and the Frontier Corp (FC), often not in uniform. Many times there is no evidence to support that vitims are seperatists and those carrying out the crimes are never held accountable for there actions. Overall these events have been generally ignored by the Pakistani government and the global population as a whole. According to some Balochi sources, not a single day goes by without an abduction or discovery of bodies. Families of these missing students, doctors, teachers, journalists and activist are beginning to give up on finding them alive, hoping to at least have their bodies returned for burial. 

On November 29, 2010 Defense Secretary Syed Athar Ali was ordered by the Sindh High Court to swear his personal affidavit on the whereabouts of a missing Balochistan National Party leader, Adbul Ghaffar Langho. The Defense Secretary said that Langho was not in the custody of the ISI and that they were looking into his disappearance, as well as the other happening in the region. 
The increased violence is believed to be the Militaries response to continued nationalist movements in Balochistan. The extrajudicial killings could be the Pakistani leader’s attempt to provoke a military uprising from the Balochi’s, thus justifying further military action in the area. 

International responses to Balochi reports of violence are slow in coming. UNHRC are just now showing commitment to looking into the issues. International human rights organizations need to look further into the atrocities that are being carried out and call for global intervention, especially from the US or the UN that has close ties and negotiating power with Pakistan. 

The Nationalist Movement and The War on Terror

The Pakistani government has tried to link Baloch nationalism with Islamic extremism in order to politically disrepute the movement.  In reality, the nationalist movement is secular in nature, and the Baloch oppose the power of the mullahs and the Taliban and have a strong ethnically based sense of identity.  

Amnesty International condemned the Pakistani intelligence agencies in a report in 2008 titled “Denying the Undeniable” for illegally and arbitrarily detaining its citizens, hiding the victims’ whereabouts and denying responsibility. Hundreds of cases were brought to the Supreme Court and the Supreme Court began legal taking action until the majority of the judges of the higher courts were deposed by President Musharraf after he declared a State of Emergency and suspended the constitution on November 3, 2007.  The Pakistani government initially subjected people to enforced disappearances in the name of the war on terror. In reality those of ethnic minorities particularly Baloch who were deemed threats because of their beliefs or activities in the pursuit of an independent Balochistan became the victims of enforced disappearances under the guise of fighting terror.  US provided aircraft was used to carry out violence against Balochistan to quell the nationalist movement while the US refused to recognize the situation or get involved.  
The Balochistan development package released in November of 2009 along with an official apology from President Zardari who came into office in 2008 was an attempt to right some of the wrongs against the Baloch people.  Unfortunately, the package is seen as lacking concrete steps to achieve real change and was developed without the input of the Baloch nationalists.  Little has been done to disclose the whereabouts of the victims of enforced disappearances. Though there are promises to facilitate the return of Baloch nationalist exiles who were not involved in acts of terror, and to end any federal operations whose purpose is not dealing with fighting terrorism, they hold little weight when the military continues to falsify evidence of terrorist activity. The frontier Corps (FC) is a paramilitary force in Balochistan whose presence and activities have exacerbated the tensions between Balochistan and the Pakistani government. The FC’s purpose is used to enforce law and order, patrol the border to curb smuggling and several other counter-terrorism responsibilities. While FC Balochistan recruits from the indigenous population, the senior command positions are held by members of the Pakistani army. The FC was used in the mid-1970s to quell the Balochistan insurgency and is still viewed as a tool of the Pakistani government to crush the nationalist movement.  The FC is accused of heavy handedness and undue harassment and violence towards civilians.
 Exploitation of resources:
The control of the economic resources of the province is a contentious issue and at the heart of the call for greater autonomy. Balochistan is rich in natural resources and stratigically located, and yet its people are devastatingly poor. The Balochistan province’s territory includes critical coastline. Pakistan’s two naval bases are located in Balochistan. Balochistan contains a large portion of Pakistan’s energy and mineral resources such as natural gas, copper, gold, silver, platinum, coal, and potential oil reserves. Balochistan provides the country with 40% of its primary energy.  It is also the potential transit zone for the proposed gas pipeline from Iran and Turkmenistan to India.   

The resource extraction and ports do little to benefit the province, and projects are undertaken by the Pakistani government with little input from Balochistan.  Only four of the 26 districts of Balochistan are supplied with gas when Balochistan supplies 36% of the country’s gas production. Gas was first discovered in Balochistan in1953, but Quetta, the capital of Balochistan, was not supplied with gas until 1986 when a military garrison was stationed in the city. The government pays lower prices and royalties for gas supplied by Balochistan than they pay any other province, and it is extracted under the direction of the military. Balochistan gets $0.29 per thousand cubic feet while Punjab receives $2.35 per thousand cubic feet. The Saindak project aptly illustrates the unjust use of local resources that Balochistan has experienced for decades. Copper and gold deposits were discovered in Saindak, a town in the Chagai district of Balochistan. China, given the project to extract the copper and gold, receives 50% of the revenues; the central government receives 48% and the province receives 2%.
Gwadar Port: constructed with heavy investment from China has been a trigger point for the new wave of Baloch resentment and insurgency. Gwadar port is located at the mouth of the Persian Gulf and is expected to serve twenty countries and to be a significant hub for transit and trade for the Middle East and Central Asia. The Gwadar Port is clearly an important project for Pakistan. In 2002, a deal with China was signed without any local representation. The local population which clearly had claim to the land surrounding the port did not have official documentation, and the land was sold at low prices to developers living outside the province. Outsiders have streamed in, and the Gwadar port has spurred development but not for the local population. There is now a clear divide between the locals who live in poverty and the outsiders attracted by the economic benefits they reap from the port.  Furthermore, the Baloch are afraid that their province will be overrun by non-Baloch while the Baloch become a minority and further lose control of their province. The development projects carried out by the federal government in Balochistan have increased the presence and strength of the military in the province and removed resources from the Baloch. 

Global Interest and Interference in Balochistan

Unsurprisingly, due to its wealth of resources, Balochistan has often attracted the interests of foreign powers.  Australian and Chilean companies have invested in the region, at mines such as the Reko Diq Copper Gold Deposit, which is operated by Australia’s Tethyan Copper Company.  Chinese companies also operate gold mines in the region, such as the Saindak Copper Gold Deposit.  More globally, some policymakers in the United States are concerned with the possible strategic implications of Chinese interest in the region.   Due to the expansion and ongoing activities of the Shanghai Cooperation Organization, it seems evident that the Chinese government is interested in the economic and geostrategic value of Central Asia.  The Chinese have not only constructed a port in Gwadar, Pakistan but have also constructed a port on the Iranian side of the Greater Balochistan region, in a city called Chabahar. Some analysts believe that the Chinese interest in Gwadar and Chabahar goes beyond economics, and reflects their strategic concerns, and may become problematic for the foreign policy of the United States government. 

In fact, Balochistan has long been a region of strategic importance for reasons not specifically connected to natural resources.  During the era of the British Raj in the late-19th to mid-20th centuries, today’s Pakistani Balochistan was considered part of British India.  The Baloch regions were among those in India that the British considered “Princely States,” since they were largely ruled directly by local princes who were in turn subordinate to the British.  The British considered the area strategically important, as their forces were often involved in conflict with the tribes in Afghanistan.  In the 1890s, the British, in consultation with prominent Afghans, drew a line dividing Afghanistan from the portion of India which is presently Pakistan.  This line, known as the Durand Line after the British negotiator and Foreign Secretary of British India Sir Henry Mortimer Durand, has been controversial from the beginning for several reasons.  

 Most notoriously, it divided many Pashtun tribes, whose members suddenly found themselves living on the other side of an international border from those who shared their same culture and ethnicity.  The same situation occurred further to the south in Balochistan.  The placement of the Durand Line resulted in the division of a substantial minority of Balochis in Afghanistan from their brethren in British India not counting those in Iran.
Subsequently, during the Soviet-Afghan War of the 1980s, refugees from Afghanistan (not necessarily Baloch) fled into Pakistani Balochistan.  They and their descendants have greatly affected the demographic and political situation in the region, on both sides of the border.  The Balochis themselves were not as heavily involved in the conflict (on either side) as the other ethnic groups in and around Afghanistan.  The United States government has also found Balochistan to be of strategic importance.  The present-day conflict in Afghanistan is less intense in Balochistan than further north along the Durand Line, but tension has increased sharply on the Iranian side of the border.  
  

The Need in Balochistan:
The province lacks infrastructure such as roads, telecommunications, and water supply.  Around 20% of the population has access to electricity and 20% of the population has reliable access to portable water while 86% of the nation has reliable access.  The province’s social development indicators paint a dark picture.  The literacy rate is 26.6% while the national average is 47%.  The unemployment rate of Balochistan is 33.48% compared to Pakistan’s overall unemployment rate of 19.68%.  47% of the province lives below the poverty line. The province has the highest child mortality rate in the country and high rates of malaria and tuberculosis.  It is clear that the province lacks the educational opportunities, health facilities, economic opportunities, and the infrastructure it needs.    

The distribution of tax revenues in Pakistan makes development in Balochistan difficult. Balochistan is the most sparsely populated province with only about 4% of the total population.  With a large portion of tax revenues being reserved for the central government, and the remainder being distributed solely on the basis of population, Balochistan’s needs are neglected. In order to meet the needs of the province, other factors need to be taken into account including the province’s per capita income, level of social development, and the revenues produced by the province’s natural resources. The federal government’s involvement in the province consists of large economic development projects that threaten the local population and a strong military presence.  Balochistan suffers from exploitation and neglect and is underrepresented in the military and civil employment.

Baloch in Iran

Balochistan is located not far to the east of the Strait of Hormuz, the narrowest part of the Persian Gulf.  One shore is Iranian territory, and the other is divided between Oman and the United Arab Emirates.  Several islands claimed (and in some cases disputed) by the above countries sit in the strait.  Forty percent of the world’s seaborne oil shipments (constituting about twenty percent of all oil shipments) passes through the narrow waters of the strait.  Even without the oil, the strait would be of great strategic importance; with it, it is perhaps the most crucial “choke point” in the world.  Partially for this reason, a major Iranian naval base is located in the area, at the city of Bandar Abbas.  The Iranian government has said that in the event of hostilities, their armed forces would quickly make the Strait of Hormuz impassable.  This would not only create serious difficulties for the armed forces of any power battling Iran from the south, east, or west, it would also wreak havoc on global oil markets, thus causing possibly severe economic problems for most adversaries.  

As far as the Baloch are concerned, this means that a war in the near future involving Iran could easily involve Balochistan.  The region could become a battleground as air and ground forces attempt to break the Iranian stranglehold on the strait.  Additionally, the Iranian government is likely to be even more hostile towards any kind of Balochi nationalism (or even autonomy) than they would normally be, since they would have no desire to weaken their control over such a valuable strategic area.  

The ongoing war in Afghanistan also has the potential to complicate matters in Balochistan.  Most of the fighting so far has not occurred in Baluchistan, but it has the potential to spread there.  Additionally, the conflict has created and exacerbated serious political problems within Pakistan, as civilian casualties and other associated disruption have led to large swathes of the public perceiving their government as being prostrate before the United States, even to the point of acting violently against Pakistani interests.  Any political upheaval in Pakistan would inevitably affect the nation’s largest province.  Some Pakistani Balochis may see this as an opportunity to press for greater autonomy from a government with which they have never felt much connection, despite the risk of a response from Islamabad.    

The Center for International Study and Development (CISD): Our Work in Balochistan
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Women’s Program:

Work here.

Currently, CISD is in the initial stages to create a Women's Center in Quetta, Balochistan, Pakistan. The Center will provide women in the area with educational resources such as literacy classes, responsible healthcare practices, and the knowledge of their rights as women. Through the Center we can give these women opportunities that will provide a level of self-sufficiency that they have never known before. They will be able to become independent thinkers and stand up in solidarity to make a difference for other women in their community. This is so crucial in an area that treats its women as second class citizens and the gross amount of abuses towards women go unreported. Cultural and religious traditions allow for men to have multiple wives, and many times families sell their daughters at a very young age to men sometimes two to three times their age. Additionally a new issue has arisen due to the past few decades of conflict in Pakistan and Afghanistan. Orphaned girls, sometimes not even in their teens, are taken as wives instead of daughters. This can lead to girls facing sexual abuse and sometimes becoming pregnant before it is physically safe, resulting in heightened maternal death rates. 

Women in these communities are held back by hundreds of years of cultural tradition. They have no means of gaining economic independence and therefore have no other option but to live a life of invisibility as they are very rarely even allowed to go outside of the home. One of the main objectives of the Women's Center will be to educate them on their basic rights. Many of these women will not even know how to have an opinion on issues; much less know how stand up and demand change for women living in these circumstances. Though CISD has great respect for the culture of these people, it can no longer be used as an excuse when it comes to violating the basic human rights of women and children. The abuses must stop and the only way that can be achieved is to empower women who are subjected to these abuses. If we can provide them with the tools they need, then we believe that these courageous women can spark a positive change for women in Balochistan. 

CISD: The Black Tents of Baluchistan Project
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CISD is currently implementing our first school project in the Chagai district of Balochistan, Pakistan. The schools will be located at Amori, Gown Shiro, Salonk, and Hanjeer. Four schools are built to serve 185 students, 63 girls and 122 boys, from the ages of 6 to 14 who live widely dispersed as nomads in the area. 

The Black Tents of Baluchistan project proceeded in several distinct phases to reach our educational objective.  The first phase involved in creating a training and development center.  This center will essentially serve as a headquarters for our operations in the region.  It will be located on land donated by some of the local tribes near the town of Hub, and will enable coordination between the tribes, schools, teachers, local government, NGOs, and the CISD.  Additionally, the center will double as a school, dormitory, and warehouse for supplies.  

The second phase involved the recruitment of personnel and primarily teachers who are from the local population. These aspiring teachers will need to become familiar with the methods, materials, and textbooks we will be using.  These textbooks will abide by the guidelines set by UN… for international education, and we intend to acquire most of our materials through donations and discounted purchases. Also, they will teach in the Baloch language to keep their cultural identity.  In addition to their training, the teachers will need to acquire the same credentials that the relevant governments require of their teachers.  

In the third phase, instruction will begin.  Our local partners will set up classrooms under distinctive white tents, beginning with tribal areas near the towns of Dalbindin and four other locations in the nearby Koh-e Naru Amori Chaghi District.  The subjects taught will include literacy in the students’ native language(s), science, math, history, and geography.  The classes will be divided according to the age and equivalent grade-level of the students.  Students aged 6-12 will be together in one grade, those aged 12-14 will be in another and those older than 15 will be involved in vocational training.  It is likely that some students will need assistance with transportation to and from the classrooms, and such assistance will be provided.  Besides education, our local partners will also provide the students with nutritious snacks.  Not only will this constitute a small assistance in and of itself, it will probably also serve to attract more students to our schools.  It may also be possible to construct gardens next to the schools, which the students can take care of and whose produce they can eat.

We are deeply concerned about the potential consequences of ongoing lack of access to educational opportunities in the region.  Due to the extreme climate, remote location, and inhospitable terrain of Baluchistan, the region has largely been forgotten by the outside world.  The few government-run schools in the region function poorly, if at all.  The other schools in the region are mostly “Madrassas”:  Islamic schools that admit only male students and place no emphasis on secular education.  This situation of deprivation creates an environment in which young people will often feel hopeless, thus making them vulnerable to recruiting by religious extremists and drug traffickers.  Many Baluchis are also subject to “forced migration,” when they decide that their best option for a better life is to work in the nations of the Arabian Peninsula that border the Persian Gulf.  While these Baluchis can make money for themselves and their families by doing so, the working and living conditions are often extremely arduous, and their jobs are usually short-term.  Additionally, living and working in the Gulf nations often prevents these Baluchis from obtaining the education needed to improve the situation of their homeland.    

It is our organization’s hope that the success of our initial schools will prove to be contagious, thereby expanding educational access throughout the region, and broadening the horizons of those who live in it.  In the long-term, we expect to see dramatic improvements in literacy, fundamental educational knowledge, and knowledge of the outside world, as well as a broadened understanding of female potential.  This is crucial to Baluchistan’s economic future, as a more educated population has greatly improved opportunities to lessen poverty, decreasing the appeal of drugs and extremism and decreasing the need for forced migration.  We aim to help the people of this region make the transition from the harm done by lack of education to the hope that education will provide.   

Personal Message of the Founder


The Center for International Settlement and Development (CISD) envisions a world where people from all spectra of society, including the indigenous population of a particular geographic region, would be able to safeguard their identities and live a life of mutual respect.


The Center for International Study and Development (CISD) has evolved from PEN Foundation International. It was created to benefit tribal and nomadic people. As a former teacher in tribal nomadic region of Iran, I witnessed firsthand how the tribal nomads had been left behind or isolated.


CISD is an advanced organization that better addresses the needs of all the stakeholders. There was a tremendous learning curve with regard to funding, resources, and structuring of nonprofit NGOs following PFI. This organization has grown as a result of countless studies and interfacing with the UN bodies. It aligns its missions closely with – UNs                Universal Declaration of Human Rights.


It is the overarching goal of CISD to accurately and fairly document interactions between indigenous and non-indigenous peoples in order to preserve cultures and livelihoods. CISD pledges its support to tribal, nomadic and indigenous peoples in need, hoping to champion their causes and offer aid however and whenever available. While feudal agricultural practices and landholding patterns have changed and agricultural yields increased, few of the benefits have trickled down to the poorest segment of the indigenous population.

