Lessons from China 

By Iqbal Ahmad Khan 
Tuesday, 17 Nov, 2009 


A sustained growth rate of eight per cent-plus over three decades has never been accomplished in human history, nor has a society in such a short span of time taken nearly 300 million people out of poverty. 

I was recently in China and I too was dazzled by the modern-day miracle. China will soon surpass Japan, its neighbor and historical adversary, as the second biggest economy in the world. 
If the economy continues to grow at its present rate it will not be long before it surges past that of the United States. A sustained growth rate of eight per cent-plus over three decades has never been accomplished in human history, nor has a society in such a short span of time taken nearly 300 million people out of poverty. Its foreign currency reserves of $2tr are in excess of Japan as also the entire European Union. One can go on and on with such stunning statistics.

Pakistan is one of the 14 countries with which China shares a common border. The Pakistan-China border agreement signed in March 1963 was followed by an air transport agreement, which placed PIA among the first international airlines to operate to China, as well as the historic visit of Premier Zhou Enlai, during which China abandoned its non-committal stand on Kashmir and firmly stood alongside Pakistan. 

These developments transformed Pakistan-China ties into a strategic relationship. They reflected a sensible and mature appreciation by China of Pakistan’s compulsions. In Pakistan the vision and understanding of its then foreign minister Zulfikar Ali Bhutto saw in China the emergence of a major power. 

Regrettably, despite the closeness and the inspiring history of our ties the relationship continues to lack depth. It is not that Pakistan and China cannot point to notable achievements. The Karakoram Highway, Gwadar port, Chashma nuclear power plants and the JF Thunder fighter aircraft are testimony to both the range and substance of the ties. 

The potential, however, for mutually beneficial cooperation is much more. Pakistan’s share in the $1tr worth of China’s annual imports is a minuscule $1bn. The bilateral trade of $7bn as compared to the China-India two-way trade of $53bn is meager. 

China’s investment in Pakistan lags behind that of the US and Great Britain. Tourism, people-to-people contacts and exchange of students and scholars are conspicuous by their virtual absence.

This is not because there are not enough high-level bilateral contacts. President Zardari has vowed to visit China once every month. Pakistan’s embassy in Beijing is one of the biggest in the world and led by an able and active ambassador. 

Our failure in being part of China’s prosperity lies in our failure to manage our affairs at home. Successful foreign relations are a two-way street. In view of the chaos and confusion in Pakistan there is nothing substantial that we can offer China. Our manufacturers, industrial goods, commodities and services have all taken a big hit by the violence that afflicts us. 

Our geo-strategic location continues to be a valuable asset, but that too has been compromised by the disastrous policies of strategic depth and jihadism. Once the terrorism scourge has been removed root and branch, we must vow to exorcise militarism and militarization. 

China offers plenty of lessons in wise policies and effective decision-making. Following considerable deliberation the Chinese leadership concluded that the path to great power status lay not in military conquests but in economic strength. They were impressed by the models adopted by Japan and Germany which, from the ruins of the Second World War, rose to become the second and the fourth largest economies in the world respectively. 

The defense budget was therefore cut and the size of the army reduced. In foreign policy determined efforts led to reduction in tensions with neighbors, particularly Russia and India. All energies were devoted to the development of the economy and human resources. We too were advised by Chinese leaders to concentrate on economic growth and social harmony and leave our national security goals to a later date.

All major decisions did indeed involve a lengthy, time-consuming process marked by thorough research and serious consultations with principal stakeholders. However, once a decision was taken its implementation was strictly enforced. There were serious consequences for bureaucrats or even party leaders guilty of sloppiness. Empirical evidence suggests an outstanding rate of success on most of the major governmental initiatives. 

In 1978, Deng Xiaoping made a radical departure from the decades-old philosophy of the Chinese Communist Party. In an address to the central committee of the Communist Party he declared: ‘It doesn’t matter if it is a black cat or a white cat. As long as the cat can catch mice, it’s a good cat.’ 

Deng relegated ideology to the background and placed pragmatism in the forefront. The speech put China on the path of modernization. The policy has brought a tectonic shift in global politics. 

Around the same time the leadership decided on the famous one child policy. Its uncompromising implementation prevented 400 million births, thus ensuring the sustainability of the economic miracle. That the leadership is not rigid in its thinking is illustrated by the fact that there is reportedly a review under way of this policy in view of its impact on the decline in the size of the workforce and a disproportionate increase in the aging population. The review may result in fine-tuning the policy or even completely discarding it now that it has served its purpose. 

The 21st century belongs to China. Our relationship with China is critical. To sustain it we must adopt policies and practices aimed at fostering a greater understanding of Chinese culture, history, politics, language and literature. It would require a greater focus on China by our business community, media, colleges and universities, think-tanks, parliament and bureaucracy. This is the only way to ensure an enduring and enriching partnership with China, the emerging superpower. 

