Significance of Hu’s  visit
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THE president of the People’s Republic of China, Hu Jintao, is visiting at the invitation of President Pervez Musharraf. The year 2006 marks the 55th anniversary of the establishment of diplomatic relations between Pakistan and China.

A number of activities that have been arranged throughout the year in Pakistan and China are likely to culminate with the Chinese president’s visit to Pakistan.

The relationship between Pakistan and China is underpinned by mutual trust and confidence. The vast spectrum of bilateral cooperation between them covers many vital fields, including political, economic, defence and cultural ties. China has been extending generous economic assistance to Pakistan since early 1960 and is playing an important role in the development of its infrastructure. In November 2003, Pakistan and China signed a preferential trade agreement to promote economic and trade relations between the two countries. This was followed by the signing of the Treaty of Friendship, Cooperation and Good- Neighbourly Relations.

This is the first treaty that China has ever signed with a country in South Asia. It would contribute to a comprehensive partnership in all domains of life and also ensure the passing down of benefits of their cooperation from generation to generation. It is believed that during President Hu Jintao’s forthcoming visit to Pakistan the two countries will also sign a free trade agreement that would enable them to move towards a more vibrant economic relationship.

China has also provided assistance for a number of other vital and strategic projects in Pakistan. The Karakoram highway and the Gwadar deep sea port, undertaken jointly by Pakistan and China, have been the most outstanding achievements in the history of their relations. Pakistan attaches great importance to the Karakoram highway upgradation project for the benefit of the two countries. Pakistan is also keen to develop Gwadar not only as a transport port but also as an “energy port”.

The framework agreement on energy cooperation signed in February this year will provide an opportunity to Pakistan and China to promote cooperation in the field of energy. Pakistan is also looking at the prospects of oil and gas exploration in the country in the near future. Pakistan has huge coal reserves which can be utilised, with the help of the Chinese experts, for power generation and producing fertilisers and other products. Pakistan also has an ambitious programme to promote wind and solar power. These projects could also provide huge opportunities for the Chinese corporations to invest in Pakistan.

There has been a discernible shift in China’s foreign policy after the Cold War. After the end of the Cold War, its foreign policy has been a textbook example of bilateralism. Driven by its desire to transform its national economy as a means to preserve its sovereignty and territorial integrity, China improved its relations with the United States and other advanced countries.

It also stepped up its contacts with the developing countries laying special emphasis on the development of friendly and cooperative ties with its neighbours regardless of the quality of its relations with them during the Cold War era and despite any unresolved territorial and border disputes.

The Chinese leadership, however, made it clear that notwithstanding the end of the Cold War necessitating the search for new friends by it, the status of its relationship with Pakistan would not only remain unaffected but also gain momentum. Policymakers in Islamabad should value the Chinese gesture and reciprocate it by imparting greater content to Pakistans China policy with a view to reinforcing and sustaining the existing relationship between the two countries that was an exemplary model of peaceful coexistence for countries with different social systems.

Apparently, there is a definite perception among the policymakers in Beijing that a stable, powerful and economically viable Pakistan will be an important foreign policy asset to China. No other major power has a similar interest in the viability of Pakistan. Regrettably, however, the warming up of India’s relations with the United States and, in particular, the Indo-US nuclear deal, portends serious security problems for all the countries in the region. Although the Chinese seem to have taken a cautiously optimistic view of this development it would be desirable if President Pervez Musharraf conveys Pakistan’s serious concern to President Hu Jintao on this issue.

Given China’s concern for Pakistan’s security and territorial integrity there is a clear need for evolving a coherent and credible policy to safeguard its geo-political interests. It may also be pertinent to mention that a latest statement by an Indian army spokesperson, made a few days ahead of President Hu Jintao’s visit to India, has claimed Tawang and its monastery in Arunchal Pradesh, regarded by China as disputed territory, to be an integral part of India.

This ill-advised statement by the Indian army spokesperson was a deliberate misrepresentation of the facts that evoked a strong and firm rebuttal by the Chinese ambassador in India. This, however, indicates the direction in which the wind is blowing in the corridors of power in New Delhi in the wake of the Indo-US strategic alliance.

The history of Pakistan-China relations spanning over half a century shows that they have withstood the test of internal and international changes. Credit for this goes to the successive leaders of both Pakistan and China who nurtured the relationship between the two countries with care and devotion that led to its transformation into a mutually beneficial comprehensive partnership.

In the foreseeable future, Pakistan and China will continue to need each other as important partners in the political, economic, technology defence and other vital fields and to also counter the emerging global and regional challenges. The leaders of both the countries must, therefore, ensure that their future ties remain promising. Mere rhetoric of goodwill and high level exchanges will not be sufficient to sustain it at the desired level.
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