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The Institute of Strategic Studies Islamabad (ISSI) hosted an In-House Meeting with a 4-member 

media delegation from UK on October 19, 2018. The delegation included: Mr. Jonathan Steel, 

Foreign Correspondent, Author, The Guardian; Mr. Peter Oborne, Chief Political Commentator, 

Author, Daily Mail; Mr. Kim Sengupta, Defence and Security Correspondent, The Independent; 

and Ms. Amanda Coakley, freelance journalist. The meeting was attended by the Chairman 

Board of Governors ISSI, Ambassador (Retd) Khalid Mahmood, Director General ISSI, 

Ambassador (Retd) Aizaz Ahmad Chaudhary, Najam Rafique, Director Research, Shamsa 

Nawaz, Research Fellow, Shahroo Malik, Research Associate, and Taimur Khan, Research 

Associate and Media Officer. 

Welcoming the guests, Director General ISSI, Ambassador (Retd) Aizaz Ahmad Chaudhry said 

that the world order is in flux; the post World War II order is certainly changing and it is hard to 

predict what will replace that order, but certainly one defining feature of the new world is the 

major power competition that has set in. The Trump administration has already categorized 

Russia and China as its major rivals. He stated that for Pakistan, these are significant 

developments as Pakistan is not just China’s neighbor, but is also in close co-operation with 

China. We can see the fallout of any such competition. We have witnessed the impact of a 

conflict between USSR and USA, the then super powers, when they confronted each other in 

Afghanistan. Pakistan had to bear a huge burden of refugees and Kalashnikov culture and is still 

weeding out the effects of that conflict. Therefore, we are concerned about US-China relations 

and the approach that Pakistani government has taken in this respect is that it wants to have good 

relations with both US and China.  

Ambassador Chaudhry clarified that we do not regard our friendship with China or US as a zero 

sum game. Pakistan played a role as a bridge between China and US in the past and would like to 

play the same role again. He informed the delegation that Pakistan’s relations with US are 

passing through a difficult stage. The United States is adjusting to its own national interest and in 

this phase, its Asia pivot policy seems to have brought US and India closer, which is largely 

perceived by analysts as China containment policy. Therefore, we are witnessing reshaping of 

alliances in South Asia which could lead to undesirable consequences.  
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When it comes to India there is a conflict on prerogatives. India places ‘terrorism’ as a priority in 

its list of issues to be resolved. Despite the fact that Pakistan has suffered huge economic and 

human losses, India keeps on accusing Pakistan of not doing enough to fight terrorism. Pakistan 

has reversed the tide of terrorism and the tribal areas have been rehabilitated stated that Modi 

government has been emboldened by the US tilt towards India and has adopted a heavy-handed 

approach in Kashmir. 

He stated that Pakistan wants recognition of its role and sacrifices in the fight against terrorism. 

The country has been successful in reversing the tide of terrorism in the region, and the terrorists 

are now on the run. However, Pakistan feels if Afghanistan is not stabilized, achieving peace 

would be a daunting task. Pakistan, therefore, emphasizes on a political solution of the 

Afghanistan issue. The condition based strategy of the US would also be successful only if the 

US remains engaged in a dialogue with Taliban.  

As far as relations with Iran are concerned, Pakistan has always had cordial relations despite the 

hostility between Saudi Arabia and Iran. Pakistan has been largely successful in maintaining a 

balance between the two. Pakistan’s relations with China are exemplary, and China's assistance 

under China-Pakistan Economic Corridor (CPEC) will help Pakistan set the pace for its 

economic development. 

While briefing the delegation on UK-Pakistan relations, Shahroo Malik highlighted that the two 

countries have had strong cultural ties since Pakistan gained independence from Britain in 1947, 

with more than 1 million people of Pakistani origin currently residing in Britain. Pakistan and 

UK enjoy deep-rooted relations, which are based on shared history and experiences, reinforced 

by strong people-to-people contacts. A robust partnership with the UK is a key pillar of 

Pakistan’s foreign policy.UK is Pakistan’s major trading partner in Europe. The United Kingdom 

is the third largest investor in Pakistan after China and the Netherlands and accounts for 8% of 

foreign direct investment to Pakistan. Also, the UK has overtaken China and now is Pakistan’s 

second largest export market after the US, and also the largest market in the Europe. The annual 

bilateral trade between the United Kingdom and Pakistan has gone up to £2.9 billion. Pakistan is 

now exporting £1.8 billion of goods and services to the UK and UK exports to Pakistan amount 

to £1.1 billion. There are already over 120 British companies operating in Pakistan, across a 
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range of sectors including infrastructure, consumer goods, banking, energy, education and 

pharmaceuticals.  

Ms. Malik pointed out that Pakistan is a key growth market for Britain. The very young and fast-

growing population with emerging middle class can provide numerous investment opportunities 

to investors from UK. Pakistan provides numerous benefits to UK businessmen to come and 

invest in Pakistan such as common business language, strategic location on the crossroads of 

Asia and the Middle East, bordering China in its north-most area, India in the east and Iran and 

Afghanistan in the west, similar legal practices, affinity for and familiarity with UK companies 

and brands, strong people to people links with Pakistani migrant communities in the UK, 

educated workforce, low production and labor costs.  

Pakistan is also one of the beneficiary countries of the EU’s GSP Plus Scheme, under which 

most of its exports enter the EU market, including the UK, duty-free. The GSP Plus status has 

increased Pakistan’s exports to the EU region by 38%. Most of this increase in exports to EU 

came from UK as Pakistan’s exports to UK surged to €1.02 billion. Ms. Malik was optimistic 

that in the Post-Brexit scenario, Britain would extend the same trade benefits to Pakistan as 

under GSP plus status.  

Talking about co-operation in areas of education, culture and development, Ms. Malik stated that 

over the years, UK has offered numerous scholarships to talented Pakistani students which have 

enabled them to go for higher studies in the fields of science, politics, economics and 

development. The British Council administers various scholarships for students and 

professionals who wish to study in the UK such as Commonwealth Scholarship and Fellowship 

Plan (CSFP), Charles Wallace Pakistan Trust (CWPT), Chevening Scholarship.  

In order to promote higher education amongst Pakistani women the Scottish Government is also 

providing scholarship opportunities for young women from disadvantaged backgrounds to study 

at Masters Level in Pakistani universities under the Pakistan Scottish Scholarship Scheme. 

Pakistan is one of the largest recipients of DFID assistance in the world.  

Ms. Malik highlighted that UK–Pakistan relationship is becoming more strategic and both 

countries hold regular security conferences with each other and share intelligence and ideas on 
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numerous issues. Pakistan and the UK are cooperating on Counter-Terrorism issues under the 

Security Roadmap of the Enhanced Strategic Dialogue (ESD). The areas of cooperation include: 

increasing aviation security; transfer of counter-terrorism technology; eliminating terror 

financing and prosecutorial reform for successful prosecution of terrorists. To enhance security 

and surveillance of the cities, the UK government has provided assistance and support for safe 

city projects in Islamabad and Lahore. The UK has also established a forensic lab in Lahore and 

extended support to Counter-Terrorism departments. 

In September 2017, UK and Pakistan re-launched an earlier memorandum-of-understanding 

(MoU) on Defense Technical Cooperation in order to enhance cooperation in all fields including 

defense production. Recently, the United Kingdom and Pakistan have jointly launched a 

partnership on tackling variety of crimes with main focus on repatriation of illicit finances, 

recovery of stolen assets and bringing money-laundering under a strong vigil. 

The delegation raised a number of questions following the briefing. 

Responding to Jonathan Steele’s question regarding any changes in new government’s policies 

towards Afghanistan, China, Iran and Saudi Arabia, Ambassador (Retd) Aizaz Ahmad Chaudhry 

said that the PTI government believes in continuing friendship with China, peaceful co-existence 

with India and an approach of neutrality between Saudi Arabia and Iran. It will continue the fight 

against terrorism and rooting it out and will try to find solution to conflicts like Yemen through 

peaceful means. Pakistan’s foreign policy towards Afghanistan is pretty sound and we believe 

that peace in Pakistan is most essential for us, and PTI government has continued the policy of 

the previous government towards Afghanistan. Pakistan wants to work with US to bring peace to 

Afghanistan. Quoting findings of a report by SIGAR, Ambassador (Retd) Aizaz Ahmad 

Chaudhry stated that about 44% of Afghan territory is not under Afghan government’s control. 

He stated that Pakistan condemns all acts of terror in Afghanistan like the recent bombing in 

Kandahar and other terrorist activities. He was of the view that the border between Afghanistan 

and Pakistan must be secured. He informed the delegation that Pakistan has already started 

fencing the border in order to manage the inflow of people from Afghanistan. They are being 

more closely monitored without disturbing the legitimate travelers. 
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On Afghan refugees, Ambassador Chaudhry stated that they have lived in Pakistan for the past 

38 years and the dominant view here in Pakistan is that they should now return back to 

Afghanistan. There’s a consensus that Pakistan should not push them out of its territory, but the 

repatriation process of refugees should be done properly by creating pull factors in Afghanistan. 

He stressed that no country should be allowed to use the Afghan soil to create instability in any 

other country. Pakistan is concerned with India’s presence in Afghanistan, and who has been 

using the Afghan soil to destabilize Pakistan and create instability in Balochistan.  

Responding to a question by Peter Oborne on the number of Pakistani troops present in Yemen 

and Saudi Arabia, and Pakistan’s approach towards maintaining a balance between Saudi Arabia 

and Iran, Ambassador (Retd) Aizaz Ahmad Chaudhry clarified the misconception that exists 

among foreign journalists regarding the number of Pakistani troops in Yemen and Saudi Arabia. 

He stated that Pakistan has always had advisors and trainers in Saudi Arabia for a long time. 

Pakistan army has been training Qatari forces and forces of other Middle Eastern countries as 

well. On Yemen, Pakistan’s stance is very clear that it will stand shoulder to shoulder with Saudi 

Arabia if its territorial integrity and sovereignty is under threat. Our policy on Middle East is 

based on UN Charter, principles on sovereignty and territorial integrity. Our relations with Saudi 

Arabia have been cordial and strong. Saudi Arabia is home to a large Pakistani Diaspora that 

sends huge amounts of remittances every year. Pakistan will also welcome Saudi investors if 

they are willing to invest in Pakistan. He further stressed that Pakistan maintains a policy of 

neutrality between both Iran and Saudi Arabia. He said that in June 2015, Pakistan’s parliament 

passed a resolution that it will not send its troops in Yemen. Pakistan has never believed in R2P 

and regime changes through outside forces and also adopted a similar approach during Libyan 

and Iraq wars. He added that Pakistan wants to engage with Iran on much deeper level. We want 

to pursue large trade and investment projects such as Iran-Pakistan Pipeline (IPP), but due to US 

sanctions on Iran, such projects are at a standstill. He informed the delegation that Iran’s Foreign 

Minister was the first one to visit Pakistan when the new PTI government took charge. He 

clarified that Pakistan does not wish to tilt towards any one country. Pakistan is home to both 

Sunni and Shia population, and hence, it strictly maintains that line on neutrality between both 

the states. Pakistan has maintained neutrality in the past and will continue to do so.  
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Answering Kim Sengupta’s question on how Pakistan addresses Afghanistan’s perception of 

Pakistan being a malignant neighbor, Ambassador (Retd) Aizaz Ahmad Chaudhry responded that 

Afghanistan accusing Pakistani authorities and intelligence agencies for the troubles within its 

own country will not lead to anywhere. Both countries need to cooperate with each other which 

include intelligence sharing. He was of the opinion that TTP and Jamat-ul-Ahrar’s presence in 

Afghanistan will not help in bringing peace to the region. He stressed that Pakistan wants peace 

in Afghanistan as Pakistan itself will be the major beneficiary if peace returns to that country. 

Hence, our intelligence agencies have nothing to gain in disturbing the peace process. He stated 

that the Afghan government needs to recognize their own limitations in providing security to its 

people and they would benefit much more if there is co-operation. The government of 

Afghanistan should speak to the Afghan Taliban for establishing peace instead of playing blame 

games and accusing Pakistan for instability in Afghanistan. 

To a question by Kim Sengupta on Trump’s foreign policy towards Pakistan, Ambassador (Retd) 

Aizaz Ahmad Chaudhry agreed that Trump’s “America first” policy has affected every facet of 

American foreign policy including Pakistan. He highlighted that Pakistan’s security assistance 

was curtailed under Trump administration. United States owes Pakistan’s share under Coalition 

Support Fund which was created to fight terrorism. He informed that Pakistan has suffered 

human and economic losses amounting to more than $125 billion. He was of the opinion that 

future US-Pakistan relations should not be based only on security, but should focus more on 

trade. He stressed that US is the largest trading partner of Pakistan after China, and US 

companies have huge investments in Pakistan. US has also played an important role in the 

development of Pakistan’s agriculture and education sector. Every year hundreds of Pakistani 

students go to US for their higher studies making US universities a popular destinations. Hence, 

these links cannot be eroded easily and will be maintained in the future.  

Amanda Coakley raised a question on why Pakistan, with such a skilled intelligence agency and 

extensive military, is unable to find Afghan Taliban and bring them across the border? 

Ambassador (Retd) Aizaz Ahmad Chaudhry responded by clearly stating that Pakistan will not 

use force against Haqqani Network and Taliban as it will have a reaction and the war may shift 

to Pakistan. But Pakistan will work with Afghanistan to increase pressure on them. He stressed 

that on numerous occasions, Pakistan has brought the Afghan Taliban to the negotiating table, 
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but the Afghan government had always backed out at the last moment. He highlighted that in 

July 2015, the Murree Peace Process was the first officially recognized peace process between 

the Afghan Government and the members of the Afghan Taliban. But that process was sabotaged 

when the intelligence agencies of Afghanistan conveniently disclosed the death of Mullah Omer 

just one day before the second round of peace talks where some major progress was meant to be 

made. Similarly, Mullah Mansoor was ready to talk with the Afghan government, but he was 

killed in a drone strike while crossing into Balochistan. Hence, the peace talks were sabotaged. 

He was of the view that these events have reduced Pakistan’s influence over the Afghan Taliban 

and Pakistan’s efforts have not been supported the way they should have been.  

Ambassador Chaudhry urged that the Afghan government and United States need to create 

conditions for the Afghan Taliban so that they recognize that they have more to gain on the table 

than on the battlefield. If US pulls out of Afghanistan suddenly, then there will be chaos, a civil 

war and Pakistan will have to bear the brunt of that with more refugees fleeing to Pakistan. He 

said that Pakistan does not want that, and is therefore trying to bring peace to Afghanistan. He 

stressed that a sovereign and independent Afghanistan is in Pakistan’s benefit.  

Jonathan Steele was interested in knowing Pakistan’s response on the issue of Jamal Khashoggi, 

to which Ambassador (Retd) Aizaz Ahmad Chaudhry responded that Pakistani government has 

not yet taken any stance on this matter and it would be wise to first wait for full information to 

come out.  

Responding to a question regarding UK-Pakistan trade relations and the continuance of GSP Plus 

status in the post Brexit scenario, Kim Sengupta stated that there exists a small but powerful 

impulse among Brexiteers of reviving the colonial links and ties with commonwealth countries. 

But it all depends on what kind of deal UK gets from the EU. He stressed that it is in the mutual 

interest of both the countries to strengthen economic ties.  

On a question of carrying out a second referendum on Brexit, Peter Oborne responded that a 

second referendum is unlikely but possible especially in a no deal scenario between EU and UK.   

In his concluding remarks, Chairman BOG ISSI, Ambassador (Retd) Khalid Mahmood reassured 

the delegation that Pakistani government is following a policy of neutrality when it comes to its 
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relations with Saudi Arabia and Iran. He stressed that there no fundamental change in China-

Pakistan relations and Pakistan’s commitment to CPEC. There is no dissonance in our approach 

and both parties agree in principle. Third parties are also welcome to participate in the CPEC 

projects including Saudi and European investments. He was of the opinion that Pakistan wants 

peace and stability in Afghanistan, and it is in favor of eventual, but responsible withdrawal of 

US forces from Afghanistan. He was also hopeful that UK will extend similar trade benefits to 

Pakistan as currently being offered under the GSP Plus status, once UK leaves EU. 

 


