Deepening ties with China
By Tariq Fatemi

EVEN to old China hands like this writer who has been visiting the Middle Kingdom regularly for more than three decades and has also had the opportunity of working in that country, no trip to this land of ancient culture is without new and rewarding experiences.

Ever since Deng Xiaoping decided to abandon the core principles of Marxism (as they relate to the economy) in his determination to transform China into a major world power, there has been no looking back.

Of course, in the initial stages he faced tremendous opposition from the “long marchers”, who could neither comprehend what Deng proposed nor appreciate what his proposals would do for their country. By the late 1980s, Deng had succeeded in introducing such radical reforms that most Sinologists consider the changes wrought by him as representing a revolution.

In this context, I recall a fascinating exchange between President Ziaul Haq and the then US vice-president, George Bush, during the March 1985 funeral of President Konstantin Chernenko in Moscow.

During the course of their conversation, the future of the two communist powers — the Soviet Union and China — came up for discussion. George Bush asserted that China’s decision to open up the economy while keeping total control over the levers of political power would be disastrous. He was more appreciative of the idea then reported to be under consideration by Chernenko’s successor Mikhail Gorbachev to relax political control while maintaining total state control over all aspects of the economy.

The then Foreign Minister Sahabzada Yaqub Khan said that loosening the political stranglehold of the Communist Party without adequate economic growth and benefits to the people could endanger the whole edifice of the communist system.

The American vice-president remained unconvinced. We all know what the loosening of political contacts, especially as enunciated by Mikhail Gorbachev’s policy of glasnost and perestroika, did to the Soviet Union.

Last week, I was provided with another opportunity of returning to China for the purpose of participating in the Boao Forum for Asia 2007. Most appropriately, the theme of the conference was “Asia in Today’s Global Economy — Innovation and Sustainable Development”. It brought together not only major companies from the host country, but business houses from other important Asian countries as well. The Philippines president, Pakistan’s prime minister and the Microsoft chairman Bill Gates were the keynote speakers in the opening session.

Since its establishment, the Boao Forum for Asia has become the most important gathering of private and public sector representatives from Asia and this has played an important role in advancing cooperation and understanding in the world’s largest continent.

It may also be noted that the lack of adequate progress in the Doha Development Round has pushed many countries, developed and developing, to negotiate bilateral and regional arrangements to advance their development goals. The result is a proliferation of bilateral and regional free trade agreements.

The Asian Development Bank estimates that there may be as many as 192 such agreements, a situation described by the Chinese as a “noodle bowl” of overlapping rules and regulations that has become an impediment to global trade growth.

Though Asia remains the most dynamic region in the global economy, its growth has been patchy, with some countries doing much better than others. Some idea about Asia’s role in the world economy can be appreciated from the fact that 23 of the 28 Boao Forum core members are now from the top half of the world’s largest economies.

The presence of nearly 1,400 representatives from major business houses at the forum enabled the participants to gain a “much better understanding of the great opportunities and the frightening challenges the Asian countries face in achieving the economic integration on the road to assuming a greater role in the world economy.”

It was a happy coincidence that on the day we landed, the Chinese media reported that the country’s economy had started on a strong note, expanding by 11.1 per cent in the first quarter of the year. The GDP reached $653 billion in the first quarter and, except for fixed asset investment, all major economic indicators showed signs of acceleration. However, while this represented a healthy rate of growth, it did set some alarm bells ringing, especially at fears of the economy being “over-heated”. Nevertheless, most economists present at Boao were of the view that the country’s economy was likely to remain bullish for the rest of the year although Beijing is expected to introduce measures to pursue “good and fast” economic growth.

China’s most impressive development for the past two decades has had inevitable impact. The entire world has been monitoring developments in China with either excitement or worry, depending on how it views its relations with that country. Of course, it is the US that has exhibited the greatest concern and confusion, being unable to decide whether it sees China as a strategic partner or a strategic rival.

There is hardly any day when someone or the other in a position of influence does not make pronouncements on China. One was John Negroponte’s last report as the nation’s intelligence czar, wherein he said, tongue in cheek, that “the US did not worry about any threat from China because Beijing places priority on positive relations with the US” and the Chinese embrace of globalisation is “rapidly bringing the countries of the region closer together.”

Another interesting report was that of the “Princeton Project on National Security”, a three-year bipartisan initiative of leading American thinkers from the government, academia and business. Its recommendations, especially those relating to Asia, were both interesting and revealing.

The Princeton project visualised bringing trans-Pacific, rather than a pan-Asian, regional order, in which the US “plays a full part” and in which “the US-Japan alliance remains the bedrock of American strategy in East Asia.” This influential report also recognises that the US should continue to strengthen its ties with India, describing it as “a major democracy”, and as “Asia’s other emerging power.” The report also believes that “sustained economic growth in Asian countries, other than China, is the key to managing China’s rise.”

Not surprisingly, the Chinese did not take too kindly to these reports. Ruan Zongze, the vice-president of the China Institute of International Studies, writing soon after the report was released, observed that it suggested that Washington is “not yet ready to cease and give up its efforts to graft its own brand of democracy onto the world.”

Ruan Zongze was upset with the project’s recommendation that the US should strive to bring together a “concert of democracies”, questioning US pretensions to promote these objectives particularly at a time when it was in such a mess in the Middle East.

He remarked, with some sarcasm, that US foreign policy was “showing signs of fatigue. The US influence in the Middle East is weakening and the Bush administration has to consider a withdrawal strategy.”

This view demonstrated afresh that in the aftermath of the US debacle in Iraq, there is greater confidence and vigour in other capitals such as Beijing and Moscow. Both these powers, along with others, are of the view that the US must abandon its policy of unilateralism and signal a willingness to go back to genuine multilateralism.

Other Chinese publications, too, have been commenting regularly on the Middle East, as well as on the stand-off between the US and Iran. Nevertheless, I did not get the impression in my exchanges with Chinese scholars that China had any intention of taking advantage of Washington’s difficulties.

On the contrary, Beijing believes that it would be to its long-term advantage to pursue responsible and restrained policies and eschew any desire to take unfair advantage of anti-American sentiments the world over. It believes that it would be more beneficial to work alongside the US than to encourage the establishment of rival camps.

Notwithstanding its robust economy, it appreciates that the strength and dynamism of its economic success has been due primarily to its cooperation with the US and Europe. Unlike Russia, it considers its relationship with the US as too important for China to seek to establish any alliance against it. Nothing could be more reflective of a people’s wisdom than the recognition that national objectives have to be pursued with deliberation and restraint.As regards Pakistan’s relations with China, there has been no divergence between the policies of elected governments and authoritarian regimes. If asked to identify one issue on which there has been near unanimity in Pakistan, it would be on the value and sanctity of ties with China. It was, therefore, good to see the Pakistan prime minister among the keynote speakers at the Boao Forum.

In his two speeches, he spoke with clarity and conviction, though it was sad to see him bring along a huge entourage of totally disinterested and colourless ministers who treated the forum’s deliberations with disdain making no effort to either interact with other delegates or to project Pakistan.

Nevertheless, it was encouraging to see as many as 27 agreements signed, some of which would be particularly important as they envisage massive expansion in our trade with China as well as in getting China’s assistance in sensitive areas like space and satellite cooperation. Our bilateral trade is expected to be tripled in the next five years to the tune of $15 billion and with the FTA in place, 85 per cent of goods traded between the two countries would either be totally free of tariff or under preferential tariffs.

This is the right approach, because there is no other power that is willing to assist us in establishing facilities of a strategic nature. Lest it be forgotten, it is China alone that has not hesitated in meeting our political, diplomatic and even defence needs. It was, therefore, heartening to hear the Pakistan prime minister state that the era of unipolar world order had come to an end with China’s emergence as a global power.

If the prime minister genuinely believes this then he should also recognise that our close identification with the US, especially with the latter’s policies on Iran and in the Middle East, raises questions in the minds of many Chinese. I was also asked what Pakistan’s objectives were in expanding cooperation with Nato. I frankly had no answer to this.

It is, therefore, incumbent on the Pakistani leadership to recognise that the Chinese may not say so, but they do have misgivings about some aspects of our policies. These need to be removed for it is in our natural interest to promote the gradual shift away from unipolarity to multipolarity. Therein lies salvation for small, developing countries such as Pakistan.

The writer is a former ambassador.
