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THE government has decided to clamp down on charities linked with militant organisations involved in flood relief activities. It took the decision after the international community expressed concerns that these charities could gain public support and further their extremist agenda.

In every crisis there are opportunities for the state and non-state actors to win the hearts and minds of the people by demonstrating their capacity to deal with the crisis and enthusiasm to help out. If the state does not deliver, other forces, including militant groups, often step in to fill the void. 

Amid the people’s increasing sense of deprivation and anger over the state’s failure the extremist narrative of an alternative system could appeal to the flood-affected population, yielding benefits to the militants in the long run.

Extremists have been describing the floods as divine punishment for misdeeds of the rulers and for people’s support to such rulers. Mullah Fazlullah, head of the Swat Taliban, reportedly said that following the floods Muslims must seek divine forgiveness and take part in a jihad against those opposed to the Sharia and Islam.

The outlawed Tehrik-i-Taliban Pakistan also issued similar statements and even offered to provide the government with $20m if it rejected US relief assistance. However, the Taliban are not active in relief activities. It would be difficult for them to launch or sustain relief work in the affected areas because of the presence of the security agencies which have been hunting for them in the tribal areas and parts of Khyber Pakhtunkhwa. A Taliban spokesperson admitted that they could not launch relief activities in the affected areas until they received government assurance that their members would not be arrested.

But defunct militant groups in other parts are active in relief efforts and spreading their message at the same time. Prominent among them are the Falah-i-Insaniyat Foundation of Jamaatud Dawa, Maymar Trust, the new name of the banned Al Rasheed Trust, Al Rehmat Trust associated with the banned Jaish-i-Mohammad, Al Akhtar Trust and over a dozen smaller groups. However, the scale of their relief work is not as extensive as is being projected in some media reports. Even if one relies on these groups’ own claims, their relief operations are minuscule in comparison with those handled by the government and local and international relief organisations.

So far, the Falah-i-Insaniyat Foundation claims to have provided food to 25,000 affected people, Maymar Trust to 60,000 people and Al Rehmat Trust to 6,000 families. A substantial focus of these charities has been on providing medical assistance. Falah-i-Insaniyat has a fleet of 37 ambulances, Maymar Trust has 60 and Al-Rehmat four. The three organisations have set up more than 200 medical relief camps in the flood-affected areas and provided shelter to more than 10,000 families, according to figures collected from the organisations’ publications, which regularly appear in the market.

Religious political parties, which do not have an apparent militant agenda, as well as international Islamic charities are also busy in relief operations. Prominent among them are the Al Khidmat Foundation of Jamaat-i-Islami, Minhajul Quran, and the UK-based charities Islamic Relief and Muslim Hands. 

According to Al Khidmat Foundation’s own sources, the organisation has provided food and drinking water to 160,000 people, set up 670 relief camps and rescued 35,700 people. Minhajul Quran claims an almost identical scale. Islamic Relief launched a £2m relief programme and Muslim Hands has provided food to 70,000 affected families, safe water to 1,700 families, and medical care to 550 families. Their efforts far exceed the relief work done for flood victims by charities linked to militant groups.

Charities working without ideological agendas have also launched massive relief operations. The Edhi Foundation with an annual budget of Rs850m has actively participated in relief work. Hundreds of other NGOs, political parties and social and business bodies are contributing to flood relief activities, which are usually not highlighted as prominently by the media. Several media groups have joined the relief efforts. The contribution of scores of international aid and assistance agencies cannot be ignored. 

Clearly, charities with militant links have not hijacked the relief effort or come close to doing so. Apprehensions that they may win large-scale support appear exaggerated. Militant organisations can indeed use the relief effort as an opportunity to enlist fresh recruits in some areas, where recruitment has been reported previously, especially in south Punjab and parts of Khyber Pakhtunkhwa. However, there is little chance of such recruitments turning into a trend or affecting the public opposition to terrorism, as the Taliban have continued to strike even during Pakistan’s worst natural disaster. The government’s decision to crack down on such charities is unlikely to be effective because of poor security monitoring mechanisms as well as apprehensions that any restrictions at a time when the government is being criticised for not responding effectively to the crisis can cause a backlash and sympathy for the militants.

Bringing the scattered humanitarian response under one umbrella could offer a solution to the chaotic relief efforts and deny the militants room to operate. 

The National Disaster Management Authority (NDMA) is supposedly responsible for coordinating efforts by the non-government sector without any discrimination. Setting up a joint operations’ mechanism could have offered many advantages and prevented ideological and political influences from taking centre stage. But the NDMA, which had been created following the United Nations’ model of coordination in natural disasters, has failed to meet those expectations.
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