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KUALA LUMPUR SUMMIT 2019:  

PAKISTAN MISSED THE EVENT BUT NOT THE TRAIN 

1. Introduction 

 After much to and fro controversy, Pakistan decided to not participate in the fifth Kuala 

Lumpur Summit held in Malaysia in December 2019. The decision was received with criticism at 

home and abroad. On one hand it was interpreted as safe decision to avert rift in Muslim world. 

On the other hand the decision was criticized as a foreign policy debacle that could possibly lead 

to Pakistan’s isolation in Islamic world. Although events play an instrumental role, but 

international politics are not bound by isolated events. Along with other interests, relations 

between Muslim states are also formed on strong ideological, religious and cultural values. The 

foremost reason that Pakistan lies at the helm of Muslim world is its ideological background. It is 

the only Muslim state that was founded in the name of Islam. Moreover, Pakistan is the sole nuclear 

power among Muslim states and provides a sense of pride to the Muslim world. Similarly, 

geographically Pakistan lies on crossroads of Muslim world. It is located on the doorstep of 

Muslim states region of Middle East as well as Central Asia. Pakistan itself does not have any 

rivalry in Muslim world and thus can manage neutral position among even rival Muslim countries. 

Similar situation was observed regarding KL-Summit. Given the importance of Pakistan, 

champions of KL-Summit looked forward to participation of Pakistan to increase the weightage 

of forum. While top powerful influential Muslim countries viewed Pakistan’s participation in KL-

Summit as decisive factor that could create rift in Islamic world. In the following paragraphs, in 

the light of Pakistan’s relations with Malaysia, Kingdom of Saudi Arabia (KSA), Turkey, Qatar 

and Iran it will be briefly discussed that absence of Pakistan from KL-Summit is not tantamount 

to rift in Islamic world, nor did Pakistan has missed out exclusively on the forum. Instead, Pakistan 

managed to preserve its relations with all Muslim countries involved in forum, and that too without 

averting those who opposed it. 
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2. What is Kuala Lumpur Summit1 

“Kuala Lumpur Summit is an international platform for Muslim leaders, intellectuals and 

scholars from around the world to discuss and exchange ideas about the issues revolving in the 

Muslim world. In November 2014, when the first Summit was held in Kuala Lumpur, great success 

was achieved in bringing together renowned Muslim figures. Between them, new and valuable 

solutions for the problems facing the Muslim world were introduced and discussed.” 

Apparently, Kuala Lumpur Summit has emerged as a platform to revive the ailing condition of 

Islamic World. It states that Muslim countries are not being able to realize their true potential. KL-

Summit is reflected as a collective effort to alleviate Muslim World through cooperation of 

knowledge and experience. It is a forum that brings together the leaders, scholars and policy 

makers from across the Muslim world to share and exchange ideas and knowledge. 

2.1. Summary of KL-Summit 2019 (December 18th – December 21st)2,3 

The three day KL-Summit 2019 is only the fifth in series of summits started in 2014. 

However, the fifth summit was able to attract the extraordinary limelight because of multiple 

reasons. While Malaysia was hosting, the summit was overwhelmed by the presence of Turkey, 

Qatar and Iran. However, there were notable absences too, such as Pakistan, Kingdom of Saudi 

Arabia and United Arab Emirates. The theme of summit read “The Role of Development in 

Achieving National Sovereignty” and the event focused on pillars to alleviate the Muslim world 

accordingly. These pillars included:  

i) Sustainable Development 

ii) Integrity and Good Governance 

iii) Culture and Identity 

iv) Peace, Justice and Freedom 

v) Sovereignty, Security and Defence 

                                                           
1 https://klsummit.my/about/ 

2 https://www.thestar.com.my/news/nation/2019/12/19/dr-m-kl-summit-2019-meant-to-illuminate-not-

discriminate 

3 https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=zyA-9Qi4pbs 

https://klsummit.my/about/
https://www.thestar.com.my/news/nation/2019/12/19/dr-m-kl-summit-2019-meant-to-illuminate-not-discriminate
https://www.thestar.com.my/news/nation/2019/12/19/dr-m-kl-summit-2019-meant-to-illuminate-not-discriminate
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=zyA-9Qi4pbs
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vi) Trade and Investment 

vii) Technology and Governance 

These areas were identified as critical point of references to rebuild the Islamic world and address 

the grievances of lagging behind the developed world. Moreover the focus was not only on 

identifying the areas, but also it was stressed that implementation should be ensured, an element 

that Turkish President said such platforms lacked.  

Other than that, the summit focused on the refugee crisis the Muslim world is up against. It was 

discussed in detail how development can alleviate the ailing condition of refugees of Muslim 

countries spread across the world. Further issues discussed included the rift in Muslim world, 

economic disparity despite resources, and plethora of armed conflicts and political uprisings across 

the Muslim world. 

Head of states as well as other representatives and delegates expressed their views and talked about 

the gloomy condition of Muslim world and the need of an exclusive revival. Five memorandums 

of understanding (MoUs) of multiple backgrounds i.e. youth exchange, food security, media 

collaboration, defense and security were signed in the summit.  

It was acknowledged that Islamic world is in crisis for decades and a new approach is required, 

not reactionary but proactive. The summit concluded that development should be the focal point 

to uplift the Islamic world. The summit stressed on the need of concrete steps and measures instead 

unlike past efforts. It was made clear that Kuala Lumpur Summit looked towards finding the 

solutions and bringing the Muslim Umah on the path that it lost long ago. Over all we can say that 

two things were made certain: 

i) Acknowledgement of the problem. It was acknowledged that Muslim world is in all 

sorts of crisis ranging from civil wars, external confrontations, refugee crisis and 

Islamophobia.  

ii) Current mechanism of bringing Muslim world together is not delivering and KL-

Summit could become a trigger forum open new beginnings for the Muslim world.  
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3. What did Champions of KL-Summit Reflect4,5,6,7,8 

Any doubts about the motive of KL-Summit regarding undermining Organization of 

Islamic Cooperation (OIC) or challenging Saudi Arabia, or creating rift in Muslim Umah were 

addressed and eliminated by Malaysian Prime Minister Mahathir Muhammad, Turkish President 

Recep Tayyip Erdogan, President of Iran Hassan Rouhani, and Amir of Qatar Tamim bin Hamad 

Al Thani in their addresses. The gist of collective addresses can be narrated as below. 

 It was acknowledged that Muslim countries across the world are in state of crisis. 

 Technological advancement and economic development is required by Muslim countries 

to come out of the crisis. 

 Muslim countries are helpless as many of them are still largely dependent on the former 

colonial powers, even after gaining independence. 

 Dilemmas of Muslim countries will not end on its own but Muslims will have to strive for 

it. 

 Muslims love for Islam is undying but unfortunately Muslims have done more damage to 

Islam through disreputable acts and now world is gripped in Islamophobia. 

 The only way for Muslim Umah to remedy it’s the misfortunes is through development 

and progress. 

 The need of technological advancement was greatly highlighted to lessen the dependency. 

 Muslim countries must keep the development strategies abreast with technological 

advancement, otherwise the strategies will become outdated and irrelevant. 

 It was clarified that KL-Summit was an effort to understand what went wrong with Islamic 

world, to find solutions for its problems and at least to awaken the Islamic world. 

 KL-Summit of 2019 was not about interpreting the religion, rather it was about growing 

and developing the Muslims countries, to the point where we will be called developed 

countries. 

                                                           
4 https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=EVqNWUX-8wE 

5 https://www.pmo.gov.my/2019/12/speech-at-the-kl-summit-roundtable-session/ 

6 https://www.malaymail.com/news/malaysia/2019/12/19/at-kl-summit-turkish-president-says-un-security-
council-outdated-doesnt-pro/1820619 
7 https://www.presstv.com/Detail/2019/12/19/614035/Iran-Hassan-Rouhani-Kuala-Lumpur-Summit 
8 https://thepeninsulaqatar.com/article/19/12/2019/Amir-participates-in-Kuala-Lumpur-Summit-2019 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=EVqNWUX-8wE
https://www.pmo.gov.my/2019/12/speech-at-the-kl-summit-roundtable-session/
https://www.malaymail.com/news/malaysia/2019/12/19/at-kl-summit-turkish-president-says-un-security-council-outdated-doesnt-pro/1820619
https://www.malaymail.com/news/malaysia/2019/12/19/at-kl-summit-turkish-president-says-un-security-council-outdated-doesnt-pro/1820619
https://www.presstv.com/Detail/2019/12/19/614035/Iran-Hassan-Rouhani-Kuala-Lumpur-Summit
https://thepeninsulaqatar.com/article/19/12/2019/Amir-participates-in-Kuala-Lumpur-Summit-2019
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 Idea of summit was to come together and assess Muslim world’s strengths, weaknesses 

and assets. 

 It was added that initial group will be kept small to ensure the implementation of strategies. 

 It was lamented that even though Muslims make up about a quarter of the world’s 

population, they still lack the justified proportion at global forums. 

 Muslim world should keep in mind the possibility of being sanctioned, this is all the more 

reason for Muslim world to be self-sufficient. 

 Malaysian Prime Minister put forward the suggestion of a new trading system among 

Muslim countries. It involved trading in new currency (gold dinar) as well as barter trade 

system. 

 Main focus of the summit was on economic development as well as the defence industry 

but the primary focus was on indigenous production of technology so as to decrease 

dependence on the West. 9,10 

 UNSC was founded by victorious nations of Second World War. It is outdated and does 

not protect the interest of Muslim world. 

 World system is outdated and should be structured on justice and equity. 

 To increase the efficiency of current platforms like OIC, updates are required. 

 Lack of implementation followed by joint policies is among major problems of Muslim 

world. 

 Islamic world is rich in resources, however management has been a dilemma. 

 Share of Muslim countries in global economy is less than 10 percent, while they own 59 

percent of global oil reserves and 58 percent of natural gas reserves. Despite this, 350 

million Muslims live in extreme poverty. 

 World literacy rate is 82.5 percent, while it is around 70 percent in Muslim world. Where 

other countries allocate about 4.8 percent for education, Muslim countries allocate about 

3.7 percent. 

 Muslim world should join hands against “economic terrorism” in form of sanctions. 

                                                           
9 https://www.pmo.gov.my/2019/12/closing-remarks-at-kl-summit-2019/ 

10 https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=b5Uf-jGyAEk 

https://www.pmo.gov.my/2019/12/closing-remarks-at-kl-summit-2019/
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=b5Uf-jGyAEk
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 Muslim countries across the world are up against severe security challenges ranging from 

foreign oppression to terrorism. 

 The lack of visionary policy making has resulted in crisis like Syria, Lebanon, Yemen and 

Afghanistan. 

 Muslim world should encourage the platforms for dialogue and interaction. 

 External conspiracies are not justification to hide the lack of capacity of Muslim world. 

 There is greater potential between Muslim countries to engage with each other given the 

similarity and of faith and close cultural ties. 

 National development and national sovereignty is an important link in the development of 

Muslim world.  

 Independent decision making and foreign policy is imperative for stability in Muslim 

world. 

4. Summary of Relations of Pakistan with KL-Summit and Anti-KL-

Summit Camp 

It is true that relations among states are built on convergence of interests, shared values 

and proximity of culture, geographical ties, sense of religious unity, and/or common history. In 

case of Pakistan, its relations among Islamic world are collectively inspired by all the factors 

mentioned above. Relations of Pakistan among Muslim world did not forge around an event, 

neither can they be weakened by an event. They can only be temporarily effected. Regarding Kuala 

Lumpur Summit of 2019, states involved with reference of relations with Pakistan can be divided 

in two groups. A pro-Summit group (Malaysia, Turkey, Iran and Qatar), and an anti-Summit group 

(United Arab Emirates and Bahrain led by Kingdom of Saudi Arabia). Pakistan is a country with 

significant population (and manpower), untapped resources and a powerful military. Given its 

significance in Muslim world, it became a rift factor for the summit. Both pro and anti KL-Summit 

camps wanted Pakistan to align with them.  

Below we will analyze Pakistan’s relations with states involved in Kuala Lumpur and also those 

against it.  
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4.1. Pakistan-Saudi Relations 

Pakistan and Saudi Arabia enjoy warm relations since Pakistan came into being. Pak-Saudi 

relations are not limited to government level but people of Pakistan have strong affiliation with 

the Kingdom. Other than that, the nature of relations extends from religious ties, bilateral economic 

relations, defence pacts, and strategic alliance.  

Pakistan and Saudi Arabia have been engaged in defence cooperation since 1960s. Pakistan 

is among the 41 members of Saudi-led Islamic Military Counter Terrorism Coalition (IMCTC), 

and not only that but former Chief of Army Staff of Pakistan General ® Raheel Sharif was 

appointed to command the coalition in 2017. Military level cooperation between Pakistan and 

Saudi Arabia is not new. Since 1960, Pakistan army has stationed troops to contribute in the 

defence of Saudi Arabia. Also Pakistan has been, and continues to provide training to Saudi 

military personnel under different training programs. Saudi Arabia is among the primary importer 

of arms from Pakistan. In 2016, the Kingdom became the largest arms importer from Pakistan and 

the relationship on military grounds continues to grow.  

Prime Minister Imran Khan’s first foreign visit was to Saudi Arabia where the two 

countries pledged to deepen their relations. In his words, “anyone who comes to power in 

Pakistan will visit Saudi Arabia first” because the two countries have a “strong people to 

people relationship”.11 In October, 2018 the Saudi regime was under bitter criticism for the 

controversy shadowing murder of journalist Jamal Khashoggi and the bulk of countries pulled out 

from participation in the FIIC (Future Investment Initiative Conference, an) investment forum in 

Riyadh. The event was bound to host businessmen and representatives of hi-tech industry from 

across the world. However, Prime Minister of Pakistan Imran Khan of took the initiative of 

participating in the conference showing country’s solidarity with the Kingdom.12 It must also be 

acknowledged that where the world is adamant to acknowledge the nuclear program of Pakistan, 

Saudi Arabia has always stood by Pakistan.13  

                                                           
11 https://english.alarabiya.net/en/News/world/2018/09/19/Pakistan-s-Imran-Khan-Saudi-Arabia-has-helped-
Pakistan-when-it-needed-it.html 
12 https://www.dawn.com/news/1440630 
13 https://www.idc.ac.il/en/research/ips/2018/Documents/ShaulShaySaudi%20ArabiaPakistanEN17.4.2018.pdf 

https://english.alarabiya.net/en/News/world/2018/09/19/Pakistan-s-Imran-Khan-Saudi-Arabia-has-helped-Pakistan-when-it-needed-it.html
https://english.alarabiya.net/en/News/world/2018/09/19/Pakistan-s-Imran-Khan-Saudi-Arabia-has-helped-Pakistan-when-it-needed-it.html
https://www.dawn.com/news/1440630
https://www.idc.ac.il/en/research/ips/2018/Documents/ShaulShaySaudi%20ArabiaPakistanEN17.4.2018.pdf
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Discussing economic relations it needs to introduction that the countries stand by each 

other. In 2018, Saudi Arabia was among the 15 top trading partners of Pakistan importing 1.3% of 

total Pakistani exports.14 By the end of 2018 the government of Pakistan was facing a severe 

financial crisis. In the moment of need Saudi Arabia provided the bailout package of $6 billion for 

Pakistan. On the other hand Saudi Crown Prince Muhammad Bin Salman visited Pakistan in early 

2019. The visit saw the two sides agreeing upon multi-billion dollars MoUs and the Kingdom 

showed keen interest in China Pakistan Economic Corridor (CPEC) project and other sectors for 

development. Saudi Arabia hosts around 2.515 million Pakistanis, and remittances make up the 

23.36% ($4175.32 million) of total (FY-2019).16 

4.2. Pakistan-Malaysia Relations 

Pakistan and Malaysia enjoy cordial relations since the inception of diplomatic relations 

since the independence of latter in 1957. Pakistan-Malaysia relations extend beyond the formal 

ties as both acknowledge the role of Justice Abdul Hameed of Pakistan in formulation of 

constitution of Malaysia. Hence, the relations between two countries have always been cordial. 

Other than that, being Muslim states relations remained smooth over the years. Ties between the 

two countries are largely threefold i.e. military, economic, and diplomatic ties.  

The two countries have a platform Malaysia-Pakistan Joint Committee on Defence 

Cooperation (JCDC) to enhance military to military ties since 1997. Also the first joint naval 

exercise of the two was conducted in March 2017 in strategic Straits of Malacca.  Regarding 

economic relations, the trade between two countries has increased over the years and two sides 

engaged in free trade agreement The Malaysia Pakistan Closer Economic Partnership Agreement 

(MPCEPA) in 2008. As a result, Pakistani exports to Malaysia increased from $81 million in 2006-

07 to $145.18 in 2017-18.17 Meanwhile the worker’s remittances from Malaysia in fiscal year 18-

19 accounted for 7.06% ($1262.67 million)18 of total. Bilateral trade between Pakistan and 

Malaysia touched peak $2.38 billion in fiscal year 2012, which came down to $1.09 billion in 

                                                           
14 http://www.worldstopexports.com/pakistans-top-import-partners/ 
15 https://www.usip.org/sites/default/files/2019-02/pakistans-approach-to-navigating_the-saudi-iranian-split.pdf 
16 http://www.finance.gov.pk/survey/chapters_19/8-Trade%20and%20payments.pdf 
17 http://www.finance.gov.pk/survey/chapters_19/8-Trade%20and%20payments.pdf 
18 http://www.finance.gov.pk/survey/chapters_19/8-Trade%20and%20payments.pdf 

http://www.worldstopexports.com/pakistans-top-import-partners/
https://www.usip.org/sites/default/files/2019-02/pakistans-approach-to-navigating_the-saudi-iranian-split.pdf
http://www.finance.gov.pk/survey/chapters_19/8-Trade%20and%20payments.pdf
http://www.finance.gov.pk/survey/chapters_19/8-Trade%20and%20payments.pdf
http://www.finance.gov.pk/survey/chapters_19/8-Trade%20and%20payments.pdf
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fiscal year 2018.19 The reason however is not decline in relationship, but comprising security 

situation of Pakistan over the years. Even so, the events have appeared to taken a positive turn. 

Both Pakistan and Malaysia inherited new governments after elections in 2018. Imran Khan 

became Prime Minister of Pakistan while Mahathir Muhammad assumed the premier’s office in 

Malaysia. Afterwards, Prime Minister Imran Khan’s visit to Malaysia in November 2018 was 

marked by warm welcome and progressive intentions from both sides. A number of memoranda 

were signed at this occasion and the two countries shared enthusiasm for progress and 

development.20 Further, Pakistan-Malaysia relations were revitalized in 2019 when Malaysian 

Prime Minister Mahathir Muhammad was invited as chief guest on Pakistan Day Parade on March 

23rd. During that visit the two countries inked memoranda of worth $900 million in multiple fields 

ranging from information technology to agriculture sector. Moreover, foundation stone of Proton 

is set to establish its first South Asian car manufacturing plant near Karachi which is set to be 

operational by mid-2020.21 

Regarding diplomatic relations, it is sufficient to mention that Malaysia has backed 

Pakistan on the cost of its own relations with India on the Kashmir issue. At 74th United Nations 

General Assembly (UNGA) session in New York, Malaysian Prime Minister Mahathir 

Muhammad distinctly criticized India for its August 5, 2019 move of annexing the disputed Indian 

Occupied Kashmir saying “Now, despite the UN (United Nations) resolution on Jammu and 

Kashmir, the country has been invaded and occupied.”22 Though the stance landed Malaysia 

in difficult position with India as Malaysian palm oil export to India took a hit and Malaysia paid 

the economic price of standing with Pakistan.23 The country stood firm and refused to roll back on 

its support for Kashmir and Pakistan.  

In the most recent developments, Prime Minister of Pakistan Imran Khan was invited on a 

two-day visit to Malaysia by Malaysian Prime Minister Mahathir Mohammad. Prime Minister left 

                                                           
19 https://fp.brecorder.com/2019/03/20190323458026/ 
20 http://www.radio.gov.pk/21-11-2018/joint-statement-bw-malaysia-pakistan-on-pm-imrans-visit-to-malaysia 
21 https://www.isas.nus.edu.sg/wp-content/uploads/2019/03/ISAS-Briefs-No.-644.pdf 
22 https://economictimes.indiatimes.com/news/international/world-news/malaysian-pm-says-india-invaded-
occupied-kashmir-at-unga/articleshow/71362388.cms?from=mdr 
23 https://www.aljazeera.com/ajimpact/malaysias-pm-defends-criticism-india-palm-oil-curbs-
200114055609363.html 

https://fp.brecorder.com/2019/03/20190323458026/
http://www.radio.gov.pk/21-11-2018/joint-statement-bw-malaysia-pakistan-on-pm-imrans-visit-to-malaysia
https://www.isas.nus.edu.sg/wp-content/uploads/2019/03/ISAS-Briefs-No.-644.pdf
https://economictimes.indiatimes.com/news/international/world-news/malaysian-pm-says-india-invaded-occupied-kashmir-at-unga/articleshow/71362388.cms?from=mdr
https://economictimes.indiatimes.com/news/international/world-news/malaysian-pm-says-india-invaded-occupied-kashmir-at-unga/articleshow/71362388.cms?from=mdr
https://www.aljazeera.com/ajimpact/malaysias-pm-defends-criticism-india-palm-oil-curbs-200114055609363.html
https://www.aljazeera.com/ajimpact/malaysias-pm-defends-criticism-india-palm-oil-curbs-200114055609363.html
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on February 03rd, 2020. The visit signifies that relations between Pakistan and Malaysia remain 

unaffected by the unfortunate KL-Summit episode. 

4.3. Pakistan-Turkey Relations 

Pakistan and Turkey enjoy a cordial relationship which extends to the affiliation of the 

public of both countries with each other. The two countries have remained close after Pakistan 

came into being and stood beside each other in times of need, be it natural disaster or support on 

international forums. The two have been engaged at multiple platforms since long. The first time 

in Baghdad Pact (later The Central Treaty Organization or CENTO) in 1950s24, in 1964 again the 

two were together in Regional Cooperation Development (RCD) (later Economic Cooperation 

Organization or ECO).25 Similarly Pakistan and Turkey are members of OIC26 as well as the D-

827 which entails economic cooperation. To strengthen the relations between Pakistan and Turkey, 

the High Level Cooperation Council was established in 2009 which was later enhanced to High 

Level Strategic Cooperation Council.28 The move reflects the sincerity and dedication both sides 

have to strengthen the bilateral relations. Moreover, Pakistan and Turkey have, and continue to 

support each other at international platforms. Turkey is also interested in multiple aspects of CPEC 

which is a bright side of Pak-Turk relations. Trade volume in Pak-Turk economic ties stood at 

$610 million in 2016, $675.4 million in 2017, at $792 million in 2018.29 The numbers signify the 

growing trade relations while Free Trade Agreement (FTA, still in pipeline) holds promising future 

in economic prosperity for the two countries. According to estimates, the FTA has the potential of 

increasing the trade between Pakistan and Turkey from $900 million to $10 billion by the year 

2022.30   

President of Turkey Tayyip Erdogan is a much celebrated and respected figure in Pakistan for 

voicing the concerns of Muslim world. He visited Pakistan in November 2016 and former 

President of Pakistan Mamnoon Hussain attended the swearing-in ceremony of the former in June 

                                                           
24 https://2001-2009.state.gov/r/pa/ho/time/lw/98683.htm 
25 http://pu.edu.pk/images/journal/pols/pdf-files/19_24_2_17.pdf 
26 https://www.oic-oci.org/states/?lan=en 
27 https://developing8.org/about-d-8/brief-history-of-d-8/ 
28 http://www.mfa.gov.tr/turkey-pakistan-relations.en.mfa 
29 http://www.mfa.gov.tr/turkey_s-commercial-and-economic-relations-with-pakistan.en.mfa 
30 https://www.mei.edu/publications/turkish-pakistani-relations-burgeoning-alliance 

https://2001-2009.state.gov/r/pa/ho/time/lw/98683.htm
http://pu.edu.pk/images/journal/pols/pdf-files/19_24_2_17.pdf
https://www.oic-oci.org/states/?lan=en
https://developing8.org/about-d-8/brief-history-of-d-8/
http://www.mfa.gov.tr/turkey-pakistan-relations.en.mfa
http://www.mfa.gov.tr/turkey_s-commercial-and-economic-relations-with-pakistan.en.mfa
https://www.mei.edu/publications/turkish-pakistani-relations-burgeoning-alliance
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2018. Moreover, Prime Minister of Pakistan, Imran Khan paid an official visit to Turkey in early 

2019.31 Turkish President won many hearts in Pakistan when he voiced the concerns on Kashmir 

issue following the Indian annexation of Indian Occupied Kashmir (IOK). His words were 

received with much warmth in Pakistan when he said, “In order for the Kashmiri people to look 

at a safe future together with their Pakistani and Indian neighbors, it is imperative to solve 

the problem through dialogue and on the basis of justice and equity, but not through 

collision...”32 in 74th UNGA session in New York in September 2019. Relations between Pakistan 

and Turkey are two-way. Following the failed coup attempt against Turkish President in 2015, 

Pakistan cooperated with Turkish government to intervene in the Pak-Turk School system to 

address the reservations of Turkish government (in context of Gulen movement).33  

In the recent developments, President of Turkey is due to visit Pakistan in the month of February 

2020. The news of Turkish President’s visit to Pakistan put the conspiracy theories of rift between 

Pakistan and brethren Turkey to rest. 

4.4. Pakistan-Qatar Relations 

Pakistan has cordial brotherly relations with Qatar inspired by common faith and aligning interests. 

The two countries have remained close on concerning regional and global affairs and economic 

significance only strengthens their relation. In January 2019 alone, Qatar extended its investment 

by $3 billion taking the total investment to $9 billion.34 Pakistan accounts for around 1.2% exports 

of Qatar (around 0.3% for imports). It is 13th top export partner of Qatar while stands at 40th 

regarding imports in 2018.35 Trade volume between Pakistan and Qatar jumped from $1.59 billion 

to $2.61 billion in 2018.36 Qatar gesture of extending relations with Pakistan did not go unnoticed 

                                                           
31 http://www.mfa.gov.tr/turkey-pakistan-relations.en.mfa 
32 https://www.aa.com.tr/en/turkey/turkish-presidents-kashmir-remarks-global-warning/1594232 
33 https://www.mei.edu/publications/turkish-pakistani-relations-burgeoning-alliance 
34 https://www.dawn.com/news/1490142 
35 
https://www.tdap.gov.pk/word/QATAR.pdf?__cf_chl_jschl_tk__=d7d34c257a32dd2c9ad6f229c07f9ec0d595c907-
1577950953-0-
ATo98nQqAZCUQalEuXMDoP28ZS4LpH4Ks9LWZQVyfI_bCHBTwms1e4kb1gZZAEkrpPlEdpcYRljYgpWxMho8BJlPd-
P0OZGCqeAkPC_cvl4n_ICI34H5l_orq5NZF7yoUumYN67q6DLfnmVa5Bv0EsMliCCbAQhjom40uRsQaLuQDe1pzt7SC8
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when the former offered Visa on Arrival to all Pakistani Passport holders. Moreover, Qatar has 

envisioned to issue work visa to around 100,000 Pakistanis in multiple sectors. Similarly, Pakistan 

reciprocated by offering assistance of Pakistani workforce and expertise in Qatar’s development 

activities.37  

 Further, Defense cooperation between Pakistan and Qatar was formalized through a 

Memorandum of Understanding signed in December 1983 and subsequently replaced by a 

Protocol in 1985. A large number of Pakistan army officers and soldiers are serving in Qatari 

combat units. Pakistan provides training facilities to Qataris in its military training establishments. 

Accordingly, during the past 10 years, about 120 Qataris have received military training. 23 retired 

Pakistani Defense officers (20 in Air Force and 3 in Navy) also are serving in Qatar (according to 

data till 2013).38 The two sides have been vigilantly engaged in discussions over the years to 

enhance military, economic and diplomatic ties. Latest of the meeting came in June 2019 which 

entailed delegation meeting and then one-on-one meeting of Prime Minister Imran Khan with Amir 

of Qatar Sheikh Tamim bin Hamad Al Thani in Islamabad. The meeting signified that there is 

more potential and converging areas of interests to strengthen relations between the two 

countries.39  

4.5. Pakistan-Iran Relations40 

Pakistan shares a border of around 959km with Iran. Both countries are linked through cultural, 

historical, religious and geographical ties. Iran was the first country to recognize Pakistan in UN 

after independence. Iran’s role in Pakistan-India war was historic. When United States suspended 

its military aid to both Pakistan and India, Iran not only supplied medical and petroleum to Pakistan 

but threatened to impose an embargo on its supplies to India.41 Also, Iran helped Pakistan suppress 

the Baluchistan insurgency of 1973 by providing aerial support.42 Iranian Army Chief General 

Baqeri visited Pakistan in 2018, the first visit of an Iranian Army Chief to Pakistan after 40 years.43 

                                                           
37 http://www.finance.gov.pk/survey/chapters_19/8-Trade%20and%20payments.pdf 
38 http://cpakgulf.org/documents/Pak-Gulf-Security-Ties-final.pdf 
39 http://www.radio.gov.pk/21-06-2019/emir-of-qatar-to-arrive-on-two-day-visit-to-pakistan-tomorrow 
40 https://warontherocks.com/2019/10/can-pakistan-mediate-between-iran-and-washington/ 

41 https://www.researchgate.net/publication/313768622_Study_Regarding_the_Pakistan_and_Iran_Relations 
42 http://www.ijrar.org/papers/IJRAR19J2727.pdf 
43 https://www.arabnews.com/node/1340406/press-review 
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The visit was reciprocated by Pakistan the next year Prime Minister Imran Khan visited Iran. 

During Prime Minister Imran Khan’s official visit to Iran in 2019, idea of joint security setup to 

watch border against militant attacks came up and it was appreciated by both sides. Earlier, in 

November 2019 Pakistan’s Chief of Army Staff General Qamar Javed Bajwa visited Iran and held 

meetings with Iranian military leaders. It was a constructive visit followed by the notion that 

Pakistan and Iran were on same page regarding security concerns. 

On the less bright side, Pak-Iran relations are influenced by the US to a considerable extent. 

Reason being, US is bitter critic of Iran’s nuclear program and resultantly Iran has been under 

crippling sanctions from US for a long time now. Similarly, the sanctions on Iran hamper the 

Pakistani prospects of improving bilateral relations with Iran. For instance the famous “Pakistan-

Iran gas pipeline” project (otherwise known as Peace Pipeline) is often in doldrums due to US 

pressure on Pakistan. Although Pakistan and Iran are sometimes at uncomfortable positions 

regarding cross border militant attacks and stagnant economic activity again thanks to US, but the 

two countries have always refrained from adopting confrontational stance against each other. 

However in recent developments, there is much indication of progress in Pak-Iran relations. US-

Iran tensions are at all time high and in this critical situation, Pakistan outwardly made it clear that 

its soil will not be used in any conflict, nor will it become part of any conflict. This was a strong 

stance at critical time conveying the message that Pakistan does not want armed conflict in Iran. 

While then military spokesperson Major General Asif Ghafoor said that killing of General 

Soleimani had changed the situation in the region, he also reiterated that Pakistan does not want 

the region to indulge in another war.44 There is ample satisfaction from visits and statements that 

positive development in Pakistan-Iran relations remain unmoved by the Pakistan’s absence from 

the KL Summit.    

5. Saudi Reservations over KL-Summit 2019 

Saudi reservation over KL-Summit are more complex than they seem apparently. Saudi-

Malaysia relations for some time have been restrained, precisely when Dr. Mahathir Muhammad 

assumed the Prime Minister office in Malaysia. His predecessor Najib Razak strengthened 

relations with the Kingdom. Malaysian troops were inducted in IMCTC while Prime Minister 
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Najib Razak, when the embezzlement charges were brought up stated that the amount ($681 

Million) was provided by Saudi Arabia. Saudi Arabia’s Foreign Minister Adel Ahmed Al-Jubeir 

confirmed it saying that it was “genuine” and “given with expected nothing in return.” However 

in later developments Mahathir Muhammad assumed power and developments with the Kingdom 

in Razak era were reviewed and Malaysia recalled its forces from the Saudi led IMCTC. Since 

then there has been an uncomfortable diplomatic rift between two countries and it could be one of 

the factors that the Kingdom held back.45   

Even though the Malaysian Prime Minister made it clear that the summit was a platform 

for unity of Muslim World and did not intend to alienate or discriminate against any Muslim state. 

Such explanations are only given in a sensitive state of matters, and it is no hidden fact that 

enthusiasm for KL-Summit was not shared by all Muslim brethren. For the starters, the proponents 

of Summit meant to keep the circle small for effective implementation, and Kingdom of Saudi 

Arabia and Gulf countries did not share the concerns of KL-Summit holders. The Kingdom sees 

the summit as a counter measure to undermine the sanctity of OIC where the Kingdom holds the 

central position. On the other hand, KL-Summit was enthusiastically advertised by Turkey, Iran 

and Qatar who stand at the opposite end of Saudi interests in Middle East, and Iran most of all. It 

is believed that the Kingdom did not embrace the idea of a forum other than OIC to represent the 

concerns and unity of Muslim World. Apparently, Saudi Arabia holds focal position not only in 

OIC, but also in Arab League (AL), Gulf Cooperation Council (GCC) and IMCTC. Hence 

opposition of the Kingdom may come at a dearly cost (what happened to Qatar after its rift with 

Saudi Arabia). Hence, the Gulf countries more often than not, align with the narrative of the KSA. 

It did not stop there but the controversy grew dense when speculations emerged that Saudi Arabia 

coerced Pakistan into not attending the summit in Malaysia. Pakistan, Malaysia and Turkey 

appeared to be on same page to revive the image of Islam and Muslim countries (that was tarnished 

by terrorism across the world) when the three met at UNGA session in New York. It was expected 

that Pakistan would be a front line attendee of the summit. However, the speculations regarding 

Saudi Arabia’s discontent were soon realized when Pakistan pulled out of summit at the last 

moment. 
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Saudi Arabia considers itself the leader of Islamic world. On the other hand the Kingdom also 

holds dominant position in OIC, the biggest forum after United Nations comprising of Muslim 

countries of the world. The news of Kuala Lumpur Summit was not received with welcome in 

Saudi Arabia. Riyadh was immediately distressed with establishment of a platform for Muslim 

unity and perceived it as a challenge and threat to its position in Islamic world as well as that of 

OIC’s. Although the success of such initiative would eventually result in undermining the OIC’s 

position because focus of Islamic world would shift from a forum that didn’t produce results, to a 

forum that is expected to produce results. Besides, it is true that OIC has somewhat lost its prestige 

in eyes of Muslim world after it failed to come up with concrete measures for the problems of 

Islamic world. Moreover, Saudi involvement in wars in Middle East and its rivalry with Iran cast 

shadows of biasness over the organization.46 For instance, Qatar was outcast by the Kingdom after 

it refused to bow down to the demands. Its membership was suspended from Gulf Countries 

Council as well as it faced economic, political and diplomatic pressure from OIC as well as Arab 

League. 

The atmosphere of discomfort was visible around the Muslim world even before the summit began. 

Malaysian Prime Minister announced that his country would be hosting a “Narrow Islamic 

Summit” of five countries Malaysia, Qatar, Iran, Turkey, Pakistan and Indonesia. Of the five, 

Pakistan and Indonesia withdrew their participation amid KSA influence while the rest attended 

with enthusiasm. Time and again the Malaysian Prime Minister made it clear that the forum did 

not intend to undermine or replace any forum or country but the Saudi Arabia refused to 

acknowledge. Saudi discomfort was largely related to the fact that the forum had at least three 

rivals of Kingdom, and one archrival. While on a secondary level the Saudi discomfort was related 

to the position of OIC that “could be” compromised in future, if not now. The Kingdom was of the 

view that the unilateral decision making at the Summit will divide the Muslim world rather than 

uniting it. While the host Malaysia clarified that it had no such intentions, Turkish President did 
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not hesitate to take a jibe at Arab camp saying that previous efforts of Muslim unity lacked the 

implementation and relied on talks.47 

6. Pakistan and KL-Summit: A Political Mishandling48,49,50 

Even though Pakistan was among the pioneers for theme of KL-Summit 2019 but due to 

miscellaneous reasons Pakistan could not attend the summit. Apparently the beans were spilled by 

the Turkish President Erdogan when he stated that Saudi Arabia had coerced Pakistan into not 

attending the summit in Malaysia. He added that the Saudi Arabia threatened Pakistan with 

retrieving its capital from Pakistan’s central bank as well as expelling the bulk of Pakistani 

workforce in Kingdom. Though it was denied by both Saudi Arabia and Pakistan but it is largely 

believed that Saudi Arabia was the reason that Pakistan recused itself at eleventh hour after Prime 

Minister Imran Khan visited the KSA. For Pakistan, it became a foreign policy challenge at three 

fronts. Saudi Arabia has long been ally of Pakistan having provided financial aid and assistance in 

times of dire need. On the other hand the KL-Summit was championed by Malaysia, Turkey, Iran 

and Qatar. Saudi Arabia considers Turkey as an ambitious state contesting the Saudi leadership in 

Muslim world while it considers Iran as arch rival in the Middle East and the rivalry is no hidden 

fact. Meanwhile the Kingdom also has rift with Qatar. Hence the summit was seen by Saudi Arabia 

as an opposite bloc to challenge its position. Even though Pakistan has always extended a friendly 

approach towards all Muslim countries, the pressure this time was immense and the government 

decided not to be part of the summit so that the message of division within Islamic world is not 

projected. 

 On the bright side, absence of Pakistan was not taken harshly by the Summit on one hand, 

and Saudi Arabia also conceded Pakistan’s consideration of the request of not going to KL-

Summit. The summit concluded with positive remarks and focus on development of Muslim 

                                                           
47 https://www.memri.org/reports/kuala-lumpur-summit-2019-bid-qatar-turkey-malaysia-iran-challenge-saudi-

arabias-standing 

48 https://dailytimes.com.pk/528301/kuala-lumpur-summit-did-pakistan-make-a-diplomatic-mistake/ 

49 https://www.dawn.com/news/1524289 

50 https://www.aljazeera.com/news/2019/12/pakistan-pulls-malaysia-summit-muslim-nations-
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countries without discussing internal strife and politics. This gives ample edge for Pakistan to work 

on foreign policy in this area. Although it has been an embarrassing situation earlier, there is still 

opportunity to be capitalized. Importance of Pakistan has been highlighted in the Muslim world as 

champions of KL-Summit wanted Pakistan to align with their narrative while the other side of 

Muslim world wanted Pakistan to be with them. Being at this position, Pakistan can manage and 

neutralize the rift between Muslim states. Pakistan can either use this opportunity to promote its 

interests, from Kashmir dispute to economic grievances or it can stand by and let the momentum 

fade away. 

7. No Train Missed, Rather Controversy Killed 

It is true that missing the KL-Summit 2019 and the controversy that followed was a setback 

to Pakistan. However, it also stands true that relations between states are deeper than that. 

Similarly, Pakistan is closely engaged with all the states including and excluding the KL-summit 

one way or the other. On the other hand, the whole episode of KL-Summit brought an opportunity 

with it. Going briefly through the summary and discussions at KL-Summit, it becomes clear that 

the platform was not about creating rift in Muslim world, but was rather about bringing it closer. 

Though Pakistan could not participate, but its absence came as blessing in disguise. On one hand 

Pakistan did not become rifting factor in Muslim world, and on the other hand it also became clear 

that summit was about problems of Muslim world. Pakistan successfully managed to preserve its 

relations with all Muslim world and now the Muslim world has been provided with a clear passage 

to move ahead. 
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Conclusion 

The theme, summary and findings of Kuala Lumpur Summit cleared the doubts that it was not an 

effort to replace any country or undermine any forum. Instead the forum stressed on the need of 

economic development and technological advancement to improve the ailing condition of Islamic 

world. The participants were of the view that Muslim world will be able to free itself from external 

pressure of non-Muslim countries once it becomes self-sufficient and is no longer dependent on 

them. It was clarified that the summit was not about discussing the faith but rather discussing the 

problems that have hampered the Muslims from growth and finding solutions to those problems. 

Earlier the summit became a controversy because Saudi Arabia saw it as a counter forum to OIC. 

Pakistan, even though did not participate in the summit but was still characterized relevant by the 

participants. It cannot be denied that on foreign policy grounds the episode has been a debacle, but 

it is also true that an opportunity to make up for the loss has appeared and in near future with the 

passage of time things will start normalizing and KSA is expected to take it as a routine matter for 

the sovereign countries or group of countries to sit together and work jointly for common interest.  
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