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From diplomatic solidarity to practical connectivity

Yusra Sarwar

Pakistan and Malaysia have
enjoyed strong diplomatic
relations throughout history.

But this diplomatic solidarity is
translating into strong people-to-
people connectivity. Despite the
regime changes, a tilt towards
Pakistan is witnessed in the
foreign policy of Malaysia. From
taking the side of Pakistan on

the Kashmir issue in the United
Nations General Assembly in
2019, to forming a joint working
group on the recent visit of
Malaysian Home Affairs Minister
Saifuddin Nasution Ismail to
Islamabad in August 2026, the
bond can be seen clearly.

While meeting with Interior
Minister Mohsin Naqvi, and
later on with President Asif Ali
Zardari, the Malaysian Home
Affairs Minister agreed to jointly
work on security, pledged to
deepen intelligence-sharing
against terrorist and narcotics
networks, committed to joint
action against human trafficking
and migrant smuggling, and
agreed to expand cooperation
between Pakistan's National
Police Academy and the Royal
Malaysia Police College.

Coast guard cooperation,
cybercrime prevention, and
immigration management all
found their way onto the agenda.
The cooperation witnessed at
the diplomatic level is turning
towards technical domains
including trafficking, narcotics
control, cybercrime, and coast
guard training. While discussing
terrorism and trafficking, both
ministers turned to tourism and
visa facilitation during their
visit, a sign that Islamabad and
Kuala Lumpur see people-to-
people movement as inseparable
from security cooperation, not a
distraction from it.

Malaysia's engagement with
Pakistan reflects a combination

of shared Islamic identity,
historical goodwill, and pragmatic
diplomatic interests. Moreover,
when India reduced its palm oil
purchases from Malaysia, Pakistan
stepped up and increased its palm
oil imports. A small gesture, yet a
loaded one.

Although Malaysia also
maintains good relations with
India, a tilt towards its Muslim
brotherhood is clearly visible
in Malaysia’s foreign policy.

In October 2024, as well when
Prime Minister Anwar Ibrahim
visited Pakistan, he reaffirmed
Malaysia's support for the relevant
UN resolutions on Kashmir even
as the two countries expanded
cooperation across trade,
agriculture, education, defence
and tourism.

Pakistan and Malaysia
do not lack goodwill. What
they lack is the unglamorous
connective tissue: a system
of direct flights, marketing
budgets, and above all, easier
visas that turns diplomatic
solidarity into the kind of
everyday movement of people
that makes a relationship
durable rather than merely
symbolic.

Moreover, both leaders also
reaffirmed their commitment to
the formation of the Malaysia-
Pakistan Closer Economic
Partnership Agreement
(MPCEPA). This was the first
free trade agreement between
Malaysia and a South Asian
country and remains one of the
most comprehensive agreements
Pakistan has signed. Under
this agreement, both countries
agreed to promote their trade and
investment in education, tourism,
palm oil, agriculture, and defence
cooperation.

Malaysia and Pakistan enjoy
a moderate level of tourism.
Despite having a history of
diplomatic relations, this area
remains underexplored. Although
Malaysia received over 25 million
international tourists in 2024
and is chasing 47 million for its
"Visit Malaysia 2026" campaign,
Pakistan barely registers as a

source market in its published
breakdowns, which are dominated
by Singapore, Indonesia, China,
Thailand, Brunei and increasingly
India. Pakistan does not appear
among Malaysia's top ten source
markets in any recent official
release.

Pakistani travel to Malaysia has
grown steadily; arrivals rose 45
percent in 2019 to cross 97,000 in
just eleven months, and Malaysian
officials have since flagged
Pakistan as a market they want
to cultivate for family and MICE
(meetings, incentives, conferences
and exhibitions) travel. Malaysian
Consul General Harun Hadiyanata
has assumed that around 150,000

Pakistani tourists are expected to
visit Malaysia in 2026. Among
the top tourist destinations

in Malaysia, Kuala Lumpur,
Genting Highlands, Putrajaya and
Langkawi top the chart.

But Malaysia rarely stands
alone on the Pakistani traveller's
map. Due to regional pricing,
visa ease, and flight connectivity,
Pakistanis also travel to
neighboring Southeast Asian
nations like Thailand, Singapore
and Indonesia. On the contrary, the
flow is moderate as well. Pakistan's
own inbound tourism is minimal.
Foreign tourist arrivals collapsed
after 2013 and have never fully

recovered. Afghanistan and the
United Kingdom are among the top
countries coming to Pakistan rather
than any ASEAN state, particularly
Malaysia. The numbers that
show up from Malaysians are
the trekking groups travelling
to Gilgit-Baltistan's Hunza and
Skardu valleys, Naran-Kaghan,
and Swat.

The reason Pakistan is
not among the top 10 tourist
destinations in Malaysia is
terrorism and security threats,
especially after 2014. Moreover,
the attacks on Chinese labourers in
the Balochistan belt also reduced
the chances of Gwadar Port and the
province of Balochistan becoming

a top tourist destination. Moreover,
there are no direct low-cost flight
routes between the two countries,
which reduces the selection of
either country as a tourist spot.
Pakistan's hospitality infrastructure
remains weak, with no properly
developed hotels, roads, or safety
measures. Lastly, the projection of
Pakistani tourism is also very low
on social media, giving a lesser
fraction of people knowledge
regarding Pakistan’s culture,
traditions, and rich history that can
attract them. Pakistan also doesn’t
offer e-Visa or visa-on-arrival
services to Malaysians, which cuts
the ties between the people.

A solution to this bilateral
tourism issue can be found if
ASEAN member states, including
Malaysia, Thailand, Singapore,
the Philippines, Vietnam, and
Indonesia, advance to a "one-visa-
fits-all" scheme. This scheme will
be modelled on Europe's Schengen
system, which would let outside
visitors move across the bloc
on a single travel document. If
this scheme materialises, it will
make Southeast Asia dramatically
more attractive to Pakistani
travellers who already tend to
combine Malaysia with Thailand
and Singapore in one trip. It
also hands Islamabad a natural
diplomatic opening. Pakistan
should be lobbying
now, through its
warm relationship
with Kuala Lumpur,
for early inclusion of
Pakistani travellers as
an eligible or fast-
tracked nationality
once the scheme
launches, rather than
waiting to apply for
access after the fact.

Additionally, the
two countries can
offer each other a
multiple-entry visa
system which can
further attract both
communities to
explore each other’s
land. Given how
much political capital
both capitals have
already invested in framing this as
a "fraternal” relationship rooted in
"shared faith and mutual respect,"
it would be a modest but overdue
step to match the rhetoric with
something a Malaysian backpacker
or a Pakistani family can actually
use at an airport counter.

Pakistan and Malaysia do not
lack goodwill. What they lack
is the unglamorous connective
tissue: a system of direct flights,
marketing budgets, and above all,
easier visas that turns diplomatic
solidarity into the kind of everyday
movement of people that makes
a relationship durable rather than
merely symbolic.
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