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 Responding to a report in this paper about China’s desire or plans to set up military bases in Pakistan, the Chinese foreign ministry spokesperson stated that his country has no military bases abroad. But the report in question never claimed that China already had such bases in Pakistan; it only mentioned Chinese plans to set up such bases. China’s much-speculated-about military moves – from developing a naval base in Gwadar along the so-called Pearl of Strings strategy geared towards dominating the Indian Ocean and beyond, to “trilateralising” the Kashmir dispute by allegedly deploying troops in Gilgit-Baltistan or Azad Kashmir have always been rejected by Beijing.

There are no Chinese naval assets in Gwadar, and even the Indians have not been able to prove that People’s Liberation Army contingents are present on Pakistan’s side of the Line of Control. 

But the latest response from China doesn’t do much to clarify Beijing’s strategic positioning in South Asia. Though, there has been total denial from Pakistan’s Foreign Office about such plans, certain developments do give rise to crucial questions that point to possible complications in South Asia’s security matrix.

Some recent developments in China may make people wonder if the stage has been set for a Chinese military role in Pakistan. Reports from Beijing last week indicated that China is considering new legislation to define terrorism more precisely. China’s Xinhua news agency said an anti-terror draft bill could pave the way for a renewed campaign from Beijing against terrorist groups, both at home and abroad. As current Chinese law contains no specific definitions of what constitutes a terrorist, a terrorist act or a terrorist organisation, The admission by China’s vice minister of public security Yang Huanning that this incongruity adversely affects “the fight against terrorism, control over terrorist assets, and international anti-terrorism co-operation” is of particular importance. 

While the draft law is pending approval by the country’s legislature, the National People’s Congress, it is expected that the Al Qaeda-connected East Turkistan Islamic Movement, which has been involved in anti-Beijing violence in the Uyghur-dominated Xinjiang region of western China, will now be specifically targeted, this time with the legal sanctions that the PLA and other state arms need to prevent and eliminate terrorist activities. 

After the twin attacks by ETIM in Xinjiang in July, when local Chinese authorities had claimed the involvement of Pakistan-based militants, China’s real concerns about Islamabad’s anti-terror capacity could play into the operational ambit of this planned legislation.

In view of these internal Chinese developments, reports about Beijing’s interest in developing a presence in Fata and Fana (the Federally Administered Northern Areas) pose concern. The first gap that lies exposed is Pakistan’s failure to police its own territory. Of the several high-profile visits to Beijing by Pakistani officials in the last several months, some have been clearly geared at assuaging Chinese concerns about Pakistan’s inaction in containing ETIM militants based on its soil. 

But despite Pakistan’s stretched capacity, both countries should take caution. If, the Chinese really want to set up military bases in Fata and Fana before they commit to enhanced naval presence in Gwadar, then Pakistan may be playing a game of brinksmanship with other regional contenders, specifically India and the US. By soliciting Chinese maritime presence in Gwadar via ground/air/reconnaissance/anti-terror assets in China-centric areas, Islamabad will have managed to raise the stakes for any unilateral military action from the US or India in Pakistan. 

However, if the Chinese are insisting on this enhanced military presence on Pakistan, it surely means that Pakistan ultimately stands friendless in the region, for Beijing’s alleged plans for the presence of its forces in this country replicate American insistence on having military “advisers” operating on Pakistani soil. Moreover, this would be a remarkable shift from Beijing’s proclaimed “no foreign deployment” policy, a move that would destabilise the already complicated strategic balance in the region.

Islamabad may have left its relationship with Beijing on autopilot for too long. It hasn’t adapted to a new Asia, where economic growth pays more than security enhancement. If its strategists want Chinese troops on Pakistani soil, then Islamabad also needs to take into account the risks posed to its own people and sovereignty that come with such a move. 

Moreover, the Chinese need to consider that their presence on Pakistani soil, forced or solicited, is surely going to affect China’s benign reputation among Pakistanis, besides upsetting the remarkable balance China has maintained in the region. There is ample proof of what the drone bases that the US was given did to propel anti-Americanism in Pakistani narrative. Thus, it would be best if both Islamabad and Beijing desist from such geopolitical brinksmanship – unilateral or bilateral – and work together with all regional stakeholders to stamp out the twin scourges of terror and poverty.




