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A foreign visit of every head of state of our country is always hailed as highly successful even when it may have ended in a whimper. But President Musharraf's recent visit to the People's Republic of China has genuinely brought fruitful results. Not only have 13 agreements been signed between the two governments covering military, economic and social issues but also 49 projects have been identified in the private sector.

The visit has come at an important juncture of the 55 years of our association, as major developments have taken place in our region since the leaders of the two countries last met. It was, therefore, befitting for them to share their assessment of the current scenario and come out with the resolve that these new changes on the regional stage would not have an adverse impact on the time-tested Pak-China friendship.

China is no longer seen as a hegemon. A recent survey showed that in several countries including some in Europe, China has a better public image than the United States. It is, of course, still feared but not because it has expansionist designs but because it is capturing world markets. In order to continue doing so, it is establishing good relations with all its neighbours. Its ties with Nepal are friendly. Bangladesh has given China access to the port of Chittagong. Beijing and New Delhi have a strategic and cooperative partnership and the trade between them rose to $18 billion in 2005.

The year 2006 has been designated as the India-China Friendship Year. Both have agreed on a three-stage process to resolve their territorial dispute along the Line of Actual Control. The Service Chiefs of both countries have exchanged formal visits to each other's countries. A number of military confidence building measures have been signed. Not long ago, they conducted joint exercise in the field of counter terrorism and have recently held joint naval exercises.

In his talks with President Hu Jintao and other Chinese leaders, President Musharraf must have been able to assess the depth to which the ties of the two largest nations of Asia have grown and what impact it could have on the security of both Pakistan and China. Chinese leadership have told us on several occasions that Pakistan is an old friend and that India is a newfound friend and that in its dealings with India, China would not do any thing which will harm Sino-Pakistan friendship. Hopefully Musharraf has come back satisfied that this would continue to be China's South Asian policy in the years to come.

Though Beijing would be fully aware of the implications of the current Indo-US strategic partnership, the President must have been able to gauge how China sees the developments between these two countries. Bush's agreement to provide India technology for civilian uses of nuclear energy and New Delhi's refusal to place its indigenous Fast Breeder Reactor under full-scope IAEA safeguards would need to be studied carefully, both in Islamabad and Beijing. More so since it will mean violating the guidelines of the 34-member Nuclear Suppliers Group (NSG), which controls exports of nuclear material, equipment and technology. Incidentally, it was the United States which in 1974 proposed the formation of the NSG. It will be interesting to learn of Chinese reaction to the nuclear deal between India and the United States. (The French President Jacques Chirac was also in India recently trying to sell French nuclear technology for peaceful purposes.)

Musharraf will be in a position to brief Bush, when he visits Pakistan, on China's view on the security situation in Iraq and Afghanistan. He would also be able to convey China's concern about US intrusion into the Central Asian Republics and China's policy on the Iran-IAEA standoff. Both Pakistan and China would like to see a peaceful resolution of the nuclear crisis and are against any possible use of force by the United States or Israel.

We can obtain military hardware from other countries if we have the funds to pay for them, but not many are willing to transfer technology to us. It is only China which has never shied away from helping us to stand on our own feet. The Pakistan Ordnance Factory and other related military complexes and the Chashma Nuclear Power Plant will remain symbols of China's commitment to making us self-sufficient in our defence needs.

The joint production and the eventual induction of the JF 17 Thunder super sonic, third generation aircraft fitted with fourth generation avionics and weapons systems must have drawn the attention of both India and the United States. India will redraw the strategic balance between the two rivals in the subcontinent. It will be seen as a commercial loss to the United States as the F 16s are no longer the hot topic in defence circles in Pakistan.

What is worth noting in our relations with our northern neighbour is the fact that China is no longer dependent on Pakistan only as it was in the 60s. China was then isolated it was looking for some country to help it in breaking out of its isolation. Pakistan provided that assistance for which China is still grateful. Not withstanding the fact that we still can provide an outlet to western China to the Gulf through an upgraded Karakoram Highway and become a gateway to Central Asia.

It must be admitted that the regional strategic and economic situation has changed drastically. Now China is a global economic and military power. Countries all over the world are bending backwards to enter into deals with China. Geo-economics today is gaining greater significance than geo-strategy. The nations that offer greater economic opportunities are cultivated these days than those which only have strategic significance.

What must we do to maintain and enhance our military and economic relationship with China? First, improve the overall security situation in Pakistan and specially ensure that the Chinese workers in our country remain safe. We cannot afford any more killings of our friends. No country would like to invest, not even our friends from across the Himalayas, in a country where its workers and its property is not safe. The militants who carried out these dastardly acts must be traced and given maximum punishment.

Second, religious extremism within the country will, I am sure, be having a dampening effect on our relations with Beijing as they have a large Muslim population in Western China who can come under the spell of our religious ideologues. We must, therefore, continue our efforts to curb this harmful tendency. Third, Muslim students who come from Xinjiang to study in Pakistani madrassas should not be converted into religious fanatics. Fourth, the volume of trade with China has indeed increased to around $4 billion but there is a major trade imbalance between the two countries. We must try to reduce the trade imbalance by diversifying our trade with China. To do that, we will have to produce more goods for exports and then ensure that we maintain the required quality, reduce the cost of production so as to compete with Chinese goods.

There is a talk of exporting mangoes to China. In doing so packing has to be of the highest standard. Fifth, encourage China to utilise our coal reserves for production of energy. Sixth, put in a bid for more nuclear power plants as our energy needs are expanding. Seventh, learn from China's experience in building dams as China is presently in the process of building the Three Gorges Dam, which is believed to be the world's largest dam.

There was a time when we shirked from obtaining machinery from China, as their technology was not considered equal to that of the United States and European countries. It is not so now as China is well on its way to becoming technologically as good as the rest of the world. Eighth, keep up our efforts to become a full-fledged member of the SCO.

Lastly, we must not take our ties with China for granted.
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