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The Institute of Strategic Studies Islamabad (ISSI) hosted a roundtable on October 31, 2019 

with participants of the Trilateral Diplomatic Workshop at the Foreign Service Academy 

(FSA). Participants included young diplomats from Afghanistan, China and Pakistan. 

Ambassador Aftab Khokhar, Director General FSA was also in attendance. The agenda for 

the session was to discuss different facets of Pakistan’s foreign policy, particularly its 

relations with Afghanistan and China. 

Ms. Shahroo Malik gave a power point presentation to the participants on the workings of ISSI. 

Dr. Talat Shabbir, Director China-Pakistan Study Center (CPSC) gave a brief overview of the 

work and scope of CPSC. He said that the CPSC has been established for undertaking research 

and producing knowledge resources on all aspects concerning relations between Pakistan and 

China. The Centre provides policy inputs to the Government of Pakistan and other stakeholders 

on current and future direction of China-Pakistan relations.  

Briefing the diplomats on Pakistan-China relations, Dr. Shabbir gave a brief history of 

diplomatic relations between Pakistan and China. He said that since the establishment of 

diplomatic relations in May 1951, friendship with China has been the cornerstone of Pakistan’s 

foreign policy. The ‘all weather’ relationship is based on shared principles and interests. Pakistan 

firmly supports China on the issues concerning China’s core interests and China also firmly 

supports Pakistan in safeguarding its independence, sovereignty and territorial integrity. 

Outlining Pakistan-China cooperation, he said that the relationship was initially based on 

security and defense cooperation, and was later diversified to encompass political, economic, 

education and trade areas. Just as this friendship has endured the geopolitical shifts of 

yesteryears, it seems poised to withstand the stresses of an international system that remains in 

flux, he said. In the field of defense, China has extended invaluable cooperation that extends to 

all three services. It has assisted Pakistan in setting up Pakistan Aeronautical Complex, Heavy 

Industries Taxila, several production lines in the Pakistan Ordnance Factories, and maritime 

projects for the Navy and missile factories. The production of JF-17 Thunder fighter aircraft at 

Aeronautical Complex Kamra stands out as a monumental cooperation between the two 

countries.  
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Talking about China-Pakistan Economic Corridor (CPEC), he said that the manifestation of will 

and aspiration of leadership and people of the two countries led to the initiation of CPEC 

focusing on development and connectivity which is ushering in a new era of connectivity and 

prosperity. The vision behind CPEC includes the establishment of Special Economic Zones 

(SEZs), transport infrastructure, development of energy sector, as well as economic and technical 

cooperation. CPEC has not only helped establish much needed people-to-people contacts 

between Pakistan and China, but has also given the relationship between the two countries a 

newer and inclusive dimension. 

Ms. Amina Khan, Senior Research Fellow at ISSI, talked about Pakistan-Afghan relations. She 

said that Pakistan's relationship with Afghanistan is of great importance not only because of 

close religious, cultural, ethnic and geographical ties, but primarily because whatever happens in 

Afghanistan has a direct implication on the state of affairs in Pakistan.  The former Afghanistan 

President Hamid Karzai best summarized this relationship as ''conjoined twins". Recognizing 

this, Pakistan has and continues to aspire for a better bilateral relationship with Afghanistan. 

However, at the same time it is unfortunate to say that Pakistan-Afghanistan relationship has 

been under immense strain. Nonetheless, despite the tensions, there has been a strong resolve and 

willingness on both sides to move beyond the past and focus on the future. This can be 

exemplified from the Afghanistan Pakistan Action Plan for Peace and Solidarity (APAPPS) 

signed in 2018 and President Ashraf Ghani's recent visit to Pakistan in June 2019 at the 

invitation of Prime Minister Imran Khan, and which has opened up many windows of 

opportunity for better ties between the two countries. 

Speaking briefly on the peace process, she said that since the beginning, Pakistan has been 

among the first to call for an Afghan-owned and Afghan-led peace process and a  negotiated 

settlement  between the Afghan Taliban and Kabul. This is evident from its efforts and support  

be it the Doha talks,  2018 Eid ceasefire or Lahore Process to name a few. Moreover, Islamabad 

recognizes that there is only one path to attaining peace and stability in Afghanistan which is 

through direct talks between the two principal stakeholders, namely the Afghanistan Government 

and the Afghan Taliban. Pakistan has been pursuing efforts with its neighbor China in this regard 

through various bilateral and multilateral forums. Hence, it is Islamabad’s sincere hopes that the 

recent efforts in Moscow and Beijing will lead to the resumption of the peace process. She said 
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that while the peace process is an important factor in Pakistan-Afghanistan ties, it should not be 

the sole factor. The outcome of the peace talks should not govern and determine Afghanistan 

relationship with Pakistan. Both countries should focus on other areas such as trade and energy 

and keep them independent of the peace process. Hopefully, the new dispensation in Kabul will 

recognize this and move away from the previous trend.  

Pakistan recognizes Afghanistan role as a gateway between South and Central Asia, as well as its 

potential to serve as a regional roundabout. This sentiment was echoed by President Ghani 

during his visit to the Institute in June 2019, when he said that, "connectivity is the future bond 

and the foundation that Afghanistan and Pakistan can build upon.” She hope that the young 

diplomats would steer this relationship  in a positive direction, overcome the irritants and take 

this relationship to new heights.  

Ambassador Aizaz Ahmad Chaudhry, Director General ISSI, spoke on the role of think tanks in 

policy making. He said that Afghanistan and China have immense potential for cooperation with 

Pakistan and therefore, we are very pleased that this trilateral workshop is taking place pursuant 

to Pakistan Foreign Minister's trilateral meeting that will soon take place. He hoped that this will 

be a process that will continue. Describing the role of think tanks in policy making, he said that 

in-depth analysis through research is not the only objective of these institutions. He said that the 

primary objective of any think tank is to influence the policy making process and shape policy 

agendas. Research is a methodology for achieving this. Governments need research-based ideas 

because government officials do not have the time for carrying out research and are more 

focused on the implementation of the policies decided by the leadership. Research carried out by 

think tanks has to be evidence-based and empirically verifiable, not just opinions alone. The 

principal objective is that one has to come up with new thinking and ideas. He said that research 

papers at ISSI go through a number of filters, both internal and external.  

He said that US has been a leader in making use of think tanks, and in Washington D.C. alone 

there are over a 100 think tanks.  Their political system is such that when one administration 

goes out of office, all the people who used to work under that join think tanks. Nowadays, every 

country has several engagements with think tanks in other countries. He went on to describe how 

think tanks are an important source for generating new ideas not only through research, but by 
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facilitating dialogue, especially in an age where narratives play an important role. In a 

government there is limited space provided to discuss certain policies.  Think tanks on the other 

hand bring together people from different walks of life. There will be civil society leaders, 

academicians, former diplomats, generals and a whole lot else. ISSI hosts informal meetings and 

public talks so that ideas can be generated in a slightly different setting. Essentially, the idea 

behind research and dialogue is to contribute new ideas to the policy making leadership. ISSI is 

directly linked to the Foreign Ministry to the extent that we receive our funding from them, so it 

doesn’t have to seek out its sources for funding. In an age of ideas, innovation and narrative 

formation, China has done remarkably well in making use of innovation. Pakistan and other 

countries have a lot to learn from that experience because we live in an age where the only 

winners will be the ones who excel in generating new ideas and creating new narratives.   

The briefings were followed by an interactive discussion.  

A trainee from Afghanistan asked what new ideas have been generated with regards to Pakistan- 

Afghanistan relations in the last twenty years which have influenced Pakistan’s foreign policy 

towards Afghanistan. The response was that the new idea germinated through open debate and 

discussion is that Afghanistan has to be taken as a friendly, democratic and sovereign neighbor. 

If Afghanistan is peaceful, Pakistan stands to gain more. 

A Pakistani trainee asked whether the CPSC is developing a counter- narrative to the propaganda 

against BRI and CPEC. The response was that there are three narratives in place: Western, 

Chinese and Pakistani. Pakistan needs to build on its narrative, where it believes that CPEC is a 

project of connectivity and holds many promises not just for the future of Pakistan, but for the 

region and beyond. The CPSC is working on countering the negative propaganda that 

undermines BRI, particularly CPEC.  

A trainee from China asked whether ISSI was working on trilateral cooperation between 

Pakistan, China and Afghanistan and what else could be done apart from the capacity building 

workshop to build upon this cooperation. In response, it was stated that the idea is still taking 

shape. However, two ideas have been developed: first the possible extension of CPEC to 

Afghanistan, and second with regard to counter-terrorism which has negatively affected all three 

countries. However, the unfortunate instability in Afghanistan is creating a hindrance to this idea. 
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If this process of trilateral cooperation continues, ISSI would campaign to create more ideas 

which can bring dividends to all three countries.  

In response to another question, Ambassador Aizaz said that the mutual mistrust between India 

and Pakistan is too deep and is creating a barrier to any prospects of regional cooperation. A 

Hindu nationalist India will not have much space for the minorities, but that does not mean 

Pakistan should give up. Think tanks such as the ISSI should continue to create new ideas in the 

hope that a like-minded leadership will emerge at some point in time to take cooperation 

forward. There is a lot on the table and a number of avenues which can benefit both Pakistan and 

India and also the region as a whole. For example, the flow of energy from Central Asia to South 

Asia is an area where both countries can make better use of regional integration.  
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