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Prime Minister of Pakistan Imran Khan undertook a two-day official visit to Sri
Lanka, on the invitation of his Sri Lankan counterpart, Mahinda Rajapaksa, on 2324 February, 2021. It was the first visit of any head of state since the formation of a
new government in Sri Lanka. In meetings held with Sri Lankan Prime Minister,
Mahinda Rajapaksa, views were exchanged on matters of bilateral and regional
importance. PM Khan also met with Sri Lankan president, Gotabaya Rajapaksa, and
tweeted that “We exchanged views on how to give farmers more for their produce
and get cheaper food & fruits to the population by using technology to eliminate
middlemen. We also discussed other dimensions of our extensive ties to
strengthen political and trade ties for our mutual benefit.”1
Khan’s visit to Sri Lanka is considered as a part of Islamabad's proactive diplomatic efforts to engage
South Asian countries amid the worsening of their ties with its arch-rival India over Kashmir issue.
Rafiuzzaman Siddiqui, a former Pakistani diplomat, observes that official visit of Khan has its own
importance, it takes place at a time when relations between Sri Lanka and New India are strained,
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and most notably, New Delhi is seeking to isolate Pakistan in international arena.2 During the visit a
number of memorandums of understanding (MoUs) were signed to enhance bilateral cooperation
on tourism, the Boards of Investment and cooperation in the field of education. The two leaders also
focused on strengthening ties in the areas of trade and investment, health, agriculture, science and
technology, security and culture through enhancing connectivity.3
Khan also offered Sri Lanka to join the multi-billion-dollar China-Pakistan Economic Corridor (CPEC),
the flagship project of Beijing’s Belt and Road Initiative (BRI) that will connect Sri Lanka with the
Central Asia.4 “Through the CPEC [China–Pakistan Economic Corridor], economic ties can be
extended to Central Asia and Sri Lanka,” he said5. Relations are likely to turn into strategic
partnership between the two states, if Colombo accepts Islamabad's offer to join CPEC. PM of
Pakistan, meanwhile, participated in a joint ‘Trade and Investment Conference’ aimed at promoting
trade and investment between the two countries. Both sides endorsed the importance of the goal of
achieving $1 billion bilateral trade target.6
Khan also announced 100 scholarships in the medical field for Sri Lankan students and allocation of
Rs.52 million for the construction of sports infrastructure in the country.7 Rajapaksa thanked PM
Imran for Pakistan's cooperation in the field of education and sports. PM Imran Khan highlighted the
need for resolution of outstanding issues, particularly Kashmir matter, peacefully in accordance with
the United Nations` resolutions.8
Intriguingly, Sri Lankan government demonstrated a gesture of goodwill by ruling out presidential
decree to cremate Muslims` dead bodies of victims of Covid-19, as it was against religious belief of
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Muslim community living in Sri Lanka.9 Prime Minister of Pakistan thanked his counterpart and
tweeted that “I thank the Sri Lankan leadership and welcome their decision to allow the burial
option for those dying of Covid-19”.10 The two sides urged to strengthen cooperation in matters
related to defences, security, terrorism, organized crime and drugs trafficking.11
In the meantime, India has been uneasy with Khan’s visit to Sri Lanka. Bolstering economic ties of
Islamabad with Colombo create consternations for New Delhi. Modi’s government conceives
Islamabad might surpass New Delhi as far as trade with Colombo is concerned as Sri Lanka after
India remains the second largest trade partner of Pakistan in South Asia.12 In Sri Lanka-Pakistan
bilateral relationship defence ties have considerable significance. India in 1990 left Sri Lanka in hot
water pulled back Indian Peace Keeping Force IPKF by not providing defence support to Sri Lanka.
Colombo, resultantly, tilted towards Islamabad to get ammunitions and training for its fighter
pilots.13 Credit line of US$50 million ($63.6 million) offered by Pakistan to Sri Lanka for defence and
security is another area that puts India in uneasiness .14 However, India in Sri Lanka witnessed
another big blow, when the Colombo Port development was cancelled. The development of
Colombo Port was determined in the First tripartite agreement signed between Sri Lanka India and
Japan. Concealment of Colombo port heralded the path to China’s influence that by and large proves
to be fruitful for Pakistan’s interest in the island.15
India is discontent with defence ties of Sri Lanka with Pakistan and China. New Delhi in 2016
pressurized Colombo not to buy JF-17 Thunder aircraft made in Kamra Aeronautical Complex of
Pakistan by the Chinese Chengdu Aircraft Corporation. Participation of Sri Lanka in Pakistan’s multination naval exercise, Aman-2021 further intensifies India’s worries in the Indian Ocean.16
Meanwhile, India had been alleged in supporting Tamil insurgency in Sri Lanka, while Pakistan
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supported Colombo to crush insurgency ensued in winning hearts and minds of the Sri Lankans. In
this regard, former Foreign Secretary of Pakistan Riaz Khokhar told Arab News “Pakistan and Sri
Lanka have very historic and good relations. We played a very pivotal role in their victory against
Tamil insurgency. Now we should not put our friends in trouble by indulging in any other issue than
bilateral relations,”17
New Delhi needs to get into introspection and should ponder over the fact that Islamabad has
shifted its foreign policy from geo-strategic to geo-economic. Islamabad believes in regional
connectivity, thus, also offered Uzbekistan an access to its seaports of Gwadar and Karachi. It is high
time Modi shunned his obsession with hegemonic aspirations based on domination of the region,
resulting in isolation and exacerbation of its relations with neighbouring states. New Delhi ought not
to be sceptical of PM Pakistan visit to Sri Lanka and should bring home an inclusive approach of Khan
guaranteeing resolving outstanding issues through dialogue, regional connectivity and development
of the region.
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