Perched at the highest pedestal — Malik Muhammad Ashraf 
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China along with Russia supports Pakistan’s bid for full membership of the SCO, which is a pivotal ingredient of our policy to build regional linkages 

Chinese Prime Minister Li Keqiang is scheduled to visit Pakistan on May 22 on the invitation of President Zardari, and this is his first ever visit to Pakistan. The visit is taking place at a time when a new government is about to be formed at the centre by Mian Muhammad Nawaz Sharif. The Chinese premier besides holding meeting with President Asif Ali Zardari, caretaker Prime Minister Mir Hazar Khan Khoso and addressing the Senate is also likely to hold parleys with Mr Sharif, which will provide a much needed opportunity to the two leaders to establish personal rapport between them and also to discuss matters relating to the whole range of bilateral ties, regional security situation and the challenges emerging as a consequence of the transformation in geo-political environment in the region in the wake of the expected US and NATO pull out from Afghanistan by the end of 2014. Mr Sharif has already expressed his desire to resolve the regional issues in cooperation with China. During his two stints as prime minister he made a sterling contribution in cementing economic ties between the two countries. In February 1997, he met with the Chinese president and prime minister and as a consequence of this interaction two conferences were specially organised in Beijing and Hong Kong to promote Chinese investment in Pakistan.

China is not only a big power of the region but also a very important player at the global level, which can rightly boast of being probably the number one economic power of the world, poised to fill the power vacuum created by the dismemberment of the former Soviet Union. China is a time tested friend of Pakistan and the relations between the two countries are perched at the highest conceivable pedestal.

The longstanding diplomatic relations between Pakistan and China established on May 21, 195, in the wake of Mao Tse Tung’s take over, against the wishes of the western countries have withstood the test of time and grown into an enduring, multifaceted, deep-rooted friendship, which would perhaps require a new diplomatic phrase to describe them. This friendship is underpinned by mutual trust and confidence. Close identity of views and mutuality of interests remain the hallmark of the bilateral relations. Notwithstanding the fact that Pakistan was a US ally, the development of relations with China has been the cornerstone of its foreign policy. It was due to Pakistan’s alliance with the US and strong ties with China that enabled it to facilitate the end of the latter’s isolation by orchestrating rapprochement between China and US. Pakistan has also been supporting China on all issues of importance to the latter, especially those related to the question of China’s sovereignty over Hong Kong, Taiwan, Tibet and other sensitive matters such as human rights. The Chinese leaders appreciate Pakistan’s steadfast and unqualified support on issues of concern to her.

China, over the years, has supported the Kashmir cause and extended liberal economic and military assistance to Pakistan. It has played a significant role in the economic progress of Pakistan. The construction of the KKH Highway, Heavy Mechanical Complex at Taxila, Chashma Nuclear Plant, and most recently, the Gawadar Port are the monuments of the ever-gowing relationship between the two neighbours. In the backdrop of US-India deal for transfer of civilian nuclear technology, which Pakistan regards as a discriminatory act, China again exhibited the strength of the friendship between the two countries by agreeing to help Pakistan in this field. An agreement to this effect was signed on June 8, 2010 during President Zardari’s visit to China to set up two nuclear power plants at Chashma. The US raised objections on the cooperation in the nuclear field between Pakistan and China but the latter brushed aside the apprehensions by informing the Nuclear Suppliers Group (NSG) during its meeting at Christchurch of its decision to build Chashma IV and V in Pakistan. An arrangement for a soft Chinese loan to fund the construction has also been inked.

Through Pakistan-China Joint Economic Forum plans are also on the anvil for setting up of Chinese banks and relocating industries to special industrial zones in Pakistan. China will also help in the up-gradation of the KKH at an approximate cost of $500 million and in building 165-kilometre Jaglot-Skardu and 135-kilometre Thakot-Sazin roads in Gilgit Baltistan at a cost of Rs 45 billion. China would pay 85 percent of the cost while Pakistan will contribute 15 percent. A rail link between the two countries is also envisaged to be built. This renewed and vigorous engagement between the two countries covering wide range of areas is an encouraging development as it will greatly benefit Pakistan by re-invigorating commercial and industrial activities and creating new jobs. This might also restore the confidence of the international community in Pakistan as a safe place to invest. 

The trade between the two countries has also been expanding. China is the fifth largest source for Pakistani imports. The bilateral trade between the two countries touched seven billion dollars mark in 2008. Under a five-year programme launched in 2006 the bilateral trade was envisaged to be enhanced to $15 billion by 2012. In the past few years, the Chinese have made an investment of $1.3 billion. A number of Chinese companies are working in the oil and gas, IT, telecom, engineering, power generation and mining sectors. The Chinese are also working on 15 power projects in Gilgit-Baltistan and Azad Kashmir with a cumulative power generating capacity of more than 11,000 MW.

China is an important member of the SCO, which besides promoting economic cooperation among the member countries is also striving to fight the menace of terrorism and to improve regional security situation, which is utmost essential to exploit the economic potential of the regional countries for shared economic prosperity in the future. China along with Russia supports Pakistan’s bid for full membership of the SCO, which is a pivotal ingredient of our policy to build regional linkages. It is hoped that the two countries under the stewardship of the new leaders will be able to take the strategic and economic cooperation between to still greater heights and also contribute immensely to surmounting the challenges faced by the region.
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