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RECENT visit of Chinese premier Wen Jiabao to India and Pakistan struck the right note and reflected the finesse, balance and sensitivity that guide China’s pragmatic diplomacy.

The last visit by a Chinese premier to the two countries was in April 2005. The current visit was meticulously organised with due attention to the nuances and recognition that balanced relations with Delhi and Islamabad would promote Chinese interest in the region.

Both China and India had, in the last decade, posted unprecedented economic growth. With the end of cold war and territorial issues sidelined, enhanced economic interaction has dominated, if not determined, Chinese foreign policy. It has been crafted to maximise its gains from globalisation and industrialisation and quicken the pace of economic development by interlinking the domestic and world markets. This may explain 300-plus strength of the trade delegation that was part of Wen’s entourage.

China is destined to emerge as world’s largest economy. It has consistently achieved a growth rate of 9 per cent during the first decade of this century. Its foreign exchange reserves have reached $3.7 trillion. China’s economic growth is dependent on its export performance and constitutes 40 per cent of the GDP. China is, therefore, understandably keen to explore and expand markets for its products. India — a country of more than a billion people and likely to outstrip China in near future — is obviously a huge attraction. This may explain $16 billion worth of business deals contracted between private sectors of the two countries during the visit and an agreement to boost bilateral trade volume to $100 billion in 2015 from present level of $60 billion. China has also shown interest in a Free Trade Agreement with India but the latter is reluctant fearing that China would dump cheap goods in the Indian market.

While these commercial interests are vital to relations with India, China is also conscious of the turbulent relations in the past, the lingering boundary dispute and above all China’s close friendly relations with Pakistan — the traditional foe of India.

The visit was a classical lesson in striking a balance between conflicting interests and also allaying the fears and suspicions of an aggressive and competitive China. The refrain of Wen statement was — “there is enough space in the world for the development of both China and India and enough areas for us both to cooperate.” Wen’s message to India was that the two countries should be partners not rivals. Both are in process of rapid industrialisation and urbanisation built on a foundation of fast and sustainable growth. The Chinese premier told Manmohan Singh that the two countries should “open our markets to each other, so that we can give support to each other’s economic growth. China and India have a different mix of industries, products, technologies and expertise. So they should draw on each other.”

On the political front, the Chinese diplomatic circumspection and restraint was at it best. During the talks Prime Minister Manmohan Singh, besides bilateral issues “very clearly flagged Indian concern about terrorism emanating from Pakistani soil”; perhaps hoping a similar response he got from the leaders from France, Germany and Russia who preceded him.

China did not oblige India on this score. The joint communiqué found no mention of 26/11 (terrorist act in Mumbai) or Pakistan. It merely refers to “the need to implement all relevant resolutions on terror in particular UNSC Resolution No. 1267 which refers to 26/11 and lists Jamaat-ul-Dawa and Hafiz Saeed as terrorist”. This was all India could elicit from China on the issue.

On other political contentious issues such as Kashmir, Wen steered clear, careful about not saying anything and remaining non-committal. The Chinese response was that India and Pakistan are “friendly neighbours” of China and should engage in “friendly consultations” to “improve relations which is important for peace and stability in South Asia.” However the Chinese policy of issuing “stapled” visas to people from IHK confirms that China regards Kashmir a disputed territory. India has been complaining about the policy and considers it a violation of Indian sovereignty and territorial integrity. To Indian objection the Chinese response was — “our policy on Kashmir has not changed”. The Indian side, in retaliation, held back from the joint statement standard formula on Tibet and “One China”

However there was positive side to the visit such as the announcement on Strategic Economic Dialogue, the creation of CEO forum and an agreement between banking regulators for better coordination between the commercial operation and financial requirements of Indian and Chinese companies doing business across the border. It was also decided that they should meet more often at summit level and an agreement to work together against piracy in the Gulf of Aden.

Wen’s visit to Pakistan helped further advance the two countries strategic partnership and economic cooperation. The two countries signed $15 billion trade deals which brings the total value of the agreements signed during the visit to $36 billion over the next five years. The two countries agreed to widen the Karakorum highway to facilitate trade and also pledged support in the energy sector. Pakistan and China had trade worth just $1 billion in 2002 and has since risen to $6.8 billion in 2009. It is expected to reach $10 billion with free trade agreement signed in 2006.

The close political affinity was in full display in Wen’s speech to the special joint session of parliament as he underlined that “to advance the all-weather strategic partnership of cooperation between China and Pakistan is our common strategic choice.” In marked contrast to criticism from Washington Wen profusely praised Pakistan’s role and sacrifices in combating terrorism. Sating that “Pakistan has paid a heavy price in combating terrorism” he urged that “the international community should give great support as well as respect in the path of development chosen by Pakistan.”

China is also moving ahead with supply of additional nuclear reactors to Pakistan under a 2003 bilateral agreement a year before it joined the Nuclear Supply Group (NSG). Reacting to opposition by the West and the US, a Chinese official said “China and Pakistan will further develop their nuclear energy cooperation as it confirmed its international duties assumed by both countries.”

Premier Wen’s visit, according to Pakistan ambassador to Beijing, had three objectives, namely, “to consolidate and strengthen our strategic partnership including in the defence area, to deepen economic and trade cooperation and to promote people to people contacts and cultural ties. All three objectives were achieved.”

India’s disappointment with the visit is fully reflected in the Indian media comments. Surprisingly candid assessment has been made by veteran journalist Kuldip Nayar and Sreenivasn, a former Indian ambassador to the UN.

Writing under the caption “Wen’s India visit” Nayar sorrowfully noted that “the two sides differed strongly on terrorism. India was first keen on China mentioning the 26/11 attack on Mumbai in their joint statement. When PM Wen Jiabao refused, India wanted a reference to the word terrorism. The Chinese PM did not agree. Beijing reiterated its position that cross border terrorism and Kashmir were issues for India and Pakistan to resolve.”

Sreenivasn ruefully observed that “stung by India’s attendance at the Oslo ceremony, Prime Minister Wen made a point not to concede an inch on the core issues of concern to India. The meetings our prime minister had with Prime Minister Wen, including the one at the end of 2010 should give us no cause of comfort. Wen took the contracts and gave nothing in return. No opposition to Pakistani terrorism, no talk of permanent membership of Security Council”. The writer concluded that “to think that the situation is today better than 1962, one has to be an optimist with a vengeance. His (Wen’s) visit was a clear signal that if any thing India China relations are worse in 2010 than in 1962.”

The assessment is extremely unbalanced but the fact remains that Wen’s visit did little to reverse the downturn in the bilateral relations. The Wen visit has widened the gap publicly between India and China, according to yet another former ambassador Ranjit Gupta. This perception obviously is due to Indian establishment’s highly inflated sense of its importance in the region and about China’s growing involvement in India’s neighbours such as Sri Lanka, Nepal and Maldives. There are built contradictions and conflicts both in economic and political objectives and strategic interest between India and China to foreclose the possibility of closer relations between Beijing and New Delhi. Pakistan must avail of this gap by reinforcing bilateral relations taking Chinese diplomacy as a realistic model.

The writer is a former ambassador.
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