Destruction of Swat
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HUNDREDS of people, including armed militants, security personnel and a few civilians, are reported to have been killed within five days of a full-fledged military operation mounted recently in Swat valley. Intriguingly the military operation coincided accurately with the scheduled visit of the US Deputy Secretary of State John D. Negroponte.

Mass migration from the affected areas has become a norm and a curfew-like situation prevails across the region. The latest to leave is the Wali Ehad (crown prince), Miangul Aurangzeb, of the former state of Swat, and the son-in-law of late General Ayub Khan. He owns a house in Islamabad and has now permanently shifted there on account of the militant insurgency, though none of his family members have ever been targeted. Other elites have been attacked and have also chosen to move out.

Markets, shops, police stations, schools and colleges are deserted. The people of the valley wonder what is in store for them and their homeland when this operation ends. Not long ago, the turquoise waters of the majestic River Swat with its tributaries flowing across the valley mingled with the fragrance of apple and apricot orchards spread over the length and breadth of the valley. They have witnessed numerous epochs since the Aryans migrated in the fourth century BC. The existence of archeological sites, which date back to the Buddhist era, bears witness to the rich cultural heritage of the land.

One might make a few assumptions before drawing up a likely scenario in the valley after the military operation ends. One commonly held assumption is that the threat of militancy is real and indigenous. This assumption might readily be challenged keeping in view the history of the Swat valley and the socio-cultural institutionalisation of the people who lived under a benevolent autocracy which had developed an enviable infrastructure for healthcare, education, transportation and communication along with a responsive judicial system.

The second assumption is that the military would carry out targeted operation against only those who have disrupted peace in the valley and challenged the writ of the state in an attempt to establish a Taliban style Islamic sharia against the wishes of the people of the valley. The operation, it is assumed, will end by December as the government has announced. Damage to the civilian population, infrastructure, archaeological remains and natural resources will be kept to the possible minimum level. The third assumption is that the wave of militancy will remain confined to the bounds of the valley and the government would not allow the scenic valley to be targeted over and over again in future.

It is now a well-known and well-documented fact that these assumptions might be misplaced. Extremism of any kind that leads to militancy cannot be curbed only through a military operation. Killing people has never resolved a conflict of this kind. The political parties working in the valley have to accelerate their efforts to help the affected population rehabilitate themselves, both physically and mentally. Before and during the recent crisis in the valley, the track record of all political parties especially that of the religio-political ones, has been far from commendable.

They have to respond to the socio-economic aspirations of the majority of the population of the valley if they want to ensure their survival and defeat religious extremism.

The government has to help establish and rebuild the broken roads, schools, colleges, hospitals and bridges as soon as the operation is over. It has to help establish institutions for mental and physical post-traumatic treatment of the affectees on an urgent basis. The provincial government and local administration have to start developing a comprehensive plan to deal with the post-operation issues, the most prominent of which is the constitutional and political status of Swat. The proposed plan must be developed in consultation with the local population through political parties, civil society organisations and respective union councils. The government also has to work on the rehabilitation of the depleted natural resources—River Swat, forests, flora and fauna—with the help of local civil society organisations. The archeological and cultural heritage like statues, stupas and remains right from Barikot to Kalam are at risk of being destroyed in the crisis. The government has to plan their preservation even as the war rages on.

The national and international donor agencies had adopted a development strategy in the Swat valley that was insensitive to the local culture and unsuitable in terms of the universally accepted paradigms of development. Millions of dollars were poured into the valley when the Kalam Integrated Development Project was undertaken and recently, when the Malakand Rural Development Project was launched but instead of ameliorating the situation in the valley, both the projects contributed to the deterioration of the valley. Both of these projects had two visible flaws. Firstly, the projects did not take the developmental requirements and the indigenous knowledge of the people into consideration. Secondly, the projects excluded the Swat people from the consultative process. One can see the devastating results of both these projects on all cultural, social and developmental levels.

The civil society — teachers, lawyers, doctors, local elders — has to become active in advocacy if they wish the valley to be restored to its previous grandeur. The non-governmental organisations have to unearth and utilise the native erudition of its people as well as reach out to the poor and powerless. They have to ensure that their development strategy leads to the empowerment of these people, especially the marginalised.

Why were Sufi Mohammad of the Tahreek-i-Nifaz-i-Shariat-Mohammadi (TNSM) and Maulana Fazlullah, the firebrand cleric whose supporters are fighting the military presently, successful in disrupting the peace of the valley? They succeeded simply because they were able to count on the deprivations of the subalterns. The traditional elite of the valley, the government, the civil society, the political parties and the NGOs have failed to respond to the deprivations of Swat’s denizens in general and the marginalised in particular. They will now have to address their needs if they want to combat extremism in Swat valley.

