PM’s visit to Jordan
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Prime Minister Shaukat Aziz undertook a two-day official visit to Jordan on 8-9 March on the second leg of his tour to Great Britain. He held discussions with King Abdullah II and the Prime Minister Mamrouf Bakhit on bilateral, regional, and international issues. Aziz addressed prominent businessmen of Jordan and held a meeting with the Pakistani community living in Jordan. 
At present, over 8,000 Pakistani are working in Jordan. Agreements on bilateral cooperation were signed for the setting up of a consultative mechanism between the two ministries of foreign affairs, avoidance of double taxation, and enhancing cooperation in the field of tourism.
Pakistan enjoys cordial diplomatic and political relations with the Middle East over the past six decades in spite of minor setbacks that mainly resulted out of Pakistan’s military alignment with the West in the 1950s. Moreover, Pakistan has always avoided confrontation, if any, and maintained a balance in its Middle East policy with Arab countries. This policy naturally enhanced Pakistan’s stature amongst the Middle Eastern countries over a period of time particularly by the beginning of the 1970s. Further, geographical compulsions and cultural affinities bind Pakistan and the Middle East together. Today economy is an additional force behind Pakistan-Middle East relations with enormous potentials. From economic point of view, Middle East is important for Pakistan for enhancing trade and oil imports, attracting investments, and remittances sent by overseas Pakistanis workers in several Middle Eastern countries. The region accounts for 19.3 percent of Pakistan’s total exports and over 27 percent of Pakistan’s imports in 2004. Most of Pakistan’s trade with the Middle East is with the six-member oil-rich Gulf Cooperation Council (GCC) countries particularly with Saudi Arabia, United Arab Emirates, and Kuwait. Pakistan’s trade with the rest of the Middle East including Jordan is negligible.
Shared strategic concerns and thrust for development always pushed Pakistan to strengthen ties with the Middle East. Cordial and personal contacts of Pakistan with the Arab leaders are additional advantage and asset of Pakistan in the region and Arab leaders usually offered a helping hand to Pakistan in an hour of need. 
So Pakistan’s leaders and people give high regards to their relations with the Arab world that are based on common perceptions and shared-cultural values. The Middle East peace process may also enhance Pakistan’s economic stakes in the region. The story of bilateral diplomatic relations between Pakistan and Jordan is exemplary and dates back to 1957 when Prime Minister Hussain Shaheed Suhrawardy undertook first-ever visit to Jordan to discuss matters related to the Arab and Muslim world. The second high-level visit was also initiated by Pakistan when President Muhammad Ayub Khan made a visit to Jordan in 1966. Late Shah Hussain of Jordan reciprocated by undertaking a visit to Pakistan in 1968 and again in 1970. These initial diplomatic interactions paved the way for a solid relationship and laid down the foundation for a durable partnership between the two countries in the years to come.
With regard to peace in the Middle East, both countries always took a common stand by opposing aggression in the region. Pakistan has always given fullest support to the Arabs with particular reference to the Palestinian issue and against Israeli aggression and always reiterated to help get liberate parts of Palestine occupied by Israel in accordance with the decisions of the Khartoum Summit. Similarly, Jordan has been among couple of those Islamic countries that have given full support to Pakistan on the question of right to self-determination of the people of Kashmir as recognized by the United Nations. Jordan offered generous assistance to Pakistan in the October earthquake last year. Both countries enjoy close economic ties. Pak-Jordanian Joint Ministerial Commission was set up in 1975, which provides the governmental umbrella to oversee the direction of bilateral economic and commercial activities. 
The last meeting of the Commission was held in February 2000 at Amman, while the upcoming meeting will be held in Pakistan. In the field of education, over 9,000 Jordanian students have been graduated from Pakistani universities during the past two decades which a great source of contact between Pakistan and Jordan. Pakistani private sector investment in the Kingdom’s Qualified Industrial Zones (QIZs) has reached the US$ 42 million mark along with 11 Pakistani-owned industrial units in the QIZs. The QIZs have been established in Jordan after peace treaty was signed with Israel in 1994. The QIZs have granted the privilege to export duty-free goods to the United States. 
The volume of overall bilateral trade between Pakistan and Jordan stands at US$ 45 million in 2004, with US$ 22 million exports to and US$ 23 million imports from Jordan, which is a decline of around US$ 10 million from the previous year. As a whole, unfortunately bilateral trade has been declining between the two countries since 2001, and this declining trend needed to be corrected.
It is hoped that Aziz’s visit to Jordan would help address trade issues and other matters of economic interest between the two countries. Jordan is not a new country for Aziz. He has good business rapport with the Jordanian businessmen as he served as head of Citibank in Amman for seven years. These high-level diplomatic exchanges and good-will are likely to enhance the volume of trade and overall economic cooperation between the two countries in the years to come.
The writer is Research Fellow at the Islamabad Policy Research Institute 

