Fighting Afghanistan’s war in Pakistan
By Mohammad Qadeer

THE Taliban ‘s stubborn resistance to Nato and American forces in 2007 has led to a rising chorus of voices blaming Pakistan for not ‘doing enough’ to curb the support the militants receive from its territories.

American and Canadian ministers, commanders and journalists visiting Afghanistan often conclude their tour by calling for pressing Pakistan for more action.

Not infrequently, such demands have a threatening tone suggesting military strikes at the Taliban’s infrastructure in Pakistan’s tribal areas.

Mr Stephane Dion , the leader of the opposition in the Canadian parliament and the Liberal Party, is the latest to join this ‘press Pakistan’ parade.

The question to be asked is: can Pakistan seal its border? Does it bear the responsibility for the difficulties of Nato forces? Undoubtedly, people and goods move across the Pakistan-Afghanistan border almost freely.

The border itself is poorly demarcated and loosely controlled. It is long, crossing high mountains and parched deserts. The same tribes live on both sides of the border and they have historic rights of unhindered passage.

Paradoxically, it is Afghanistan that does not recognise the Durand Line, the British demarcated border between the two countries, and has irredentist claims on Pakistani territories. To better control the border, the Pakistan government has proposed erecting a fence.

It is the Afghan government that strongly opposes this idea. There are huge numbers of Afghan refugees still living in Pakistan, mostly in camps along the border — at the height of the civil war in that country three million had taken refuge in Pakistan where they lived for decades. They go back and forth, many on a daily basis, for work, buying and selling, family visits, marriages and deaths, etc.

The Taliban come from these Pashtun tribes who straddle the border. Their movements would be almost impossible to control without uprooting Afghan camps near the border and disrupting centuries-old social patterns.

Pakistan is the lifeline of supplies for the landlocked and highly dependent Afghanistan. Daily, hundreds of trucks cross the border from Pakistan carrying food, fuel and materials. If Pakistan restricts this movement, daily life in Afghanistan will be disrupted.

Recently, Pakistan cracked down on the smuggling of flour to Afghanistan, stopping 60 loaded trucks in one day. The Afghan government strongly protested against this restriction because of the impending bread crisis in Kabul. Even Nato forces depend on overland transport through Pakistan for their supplies. The Taliban are indistinguishable from the thousands who cross the border daily for these purposes.

Afghanistan is not alone in suffering the insurgency. Pakistan is also being racked by the Taliban and Al Qaeda networks. Its tribal areas are aflame with insurgency inspired by the Islamic extremists and anti-American ideologies. This insurgency has spawned suicide bombings, attacks on the army and police, assassinations of leaders and other acts of violence and disorder all across Pakistan.

In 2007, there were 56 suicide bombings in Pakistan. This is largely the spill-over from Afghanistan.There is a flow of militants and insurrectionary technologies, such as suicide belts, car bombs, etc, into Pakistan from Afghanistan and beyond. This is the price Pakistan is paying for joining the war on terror.

Pakistan has 80,000 troops along the Afghan border and is suffering casualties everyday in battles with militants in the tribal areas where the Taliban are said to receive support. Even Benazir Bhutto is said to have been targeted for espousing the American agenda.

The point is that Pakistan is not a bystander in the Afghan war. It is fighting to suppress the militants and clear its territory of extremist infrastructure. It is doing its part.

Pressing Pakistan further, lecturing and hectoring, will be devaluing its efforts. Any thought of injecting foreign troops in Pakistan’s territory should be banished. Such an adventure will only expand the theatre of war and entangle Nato/American troops in a quagmire of a regional scale. It will drive the insurgency into the heartland of Pakistan and arouse nationalist resistance.

The Afghanistan-Pakistan border needs to be stabilised. It should be done by the joint efforts of the two countries with the support of Nato/American forces.

The Taliban’s support structure can only be broken by a comprehensive political and economic strategy of meeting people’s needs and honouring their nationalism, while at the same time isolating and suppressing the insurgents. The national governments, not the foreigners, should lead in these efforts. Threats and invasions will only prolong the war and increase the instability all across the region.
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