How people see the war
By Khadim Hussain

SINCE Pakistan’s military operations began in 2002, the menace of terrorism and religious militancy has further deteriorated the situation in the length and breadth of the Pashtun belt, engulfing the very existence of the hapless Pashtuns.

Almost all seven agencies of Fata, Tank, Swat, Mardan and now Peshawar are reeling under the Taliban code of Salafi Islam (Wahabism). This is a modern phenomenon that started in the early eighties after the Soviet-American war in Afghanistan, though the influence of ‘Wahabism’ was present in some parts of Pakistan and Afghanistan even before the so-called jihad in Afghanistan.

The people in high conflict zones of the Pashtun belt have remained the victims of militancy and militarism and have been living in a state of utter confusion, fear and terror. No war has ever been won without the support of the common people and since 2002, the military operations in Fata and settled districts of NWFP have alienated the people who are deeply frustrated with state institutions. The people of Swat, Waziristan, Kurram and now Khyber Agency had initially welcomed the security forces but later on either became neutral or switched sides to the obscurantist forces as the operations seemed ill organised, badly coordinated and off the target.

The military started bombing Mamdheria in Swat after Fazlullah’s militia vacated their ‘markaz’. The organisational structure of the militia remained intact, but what was observed by the people, who had initially welcomed the soldiers with sweets in Matta, was the fact that the bombings were mostly on schools and private buildings. The common man in Swat does not understand why the military did not proceed to the hills of Peochar to dislodge the training camp of the militia which had by then accommodated trainers from Waziristan and other parts of Fata and Afghanistan.

Swat and Waziristan witnessed a series of target killings after the operation was formally called off by the military and the movement of the people remained severely hampered by the many checkposts across the Valley. Those who had in any way helped the security forces were killed and slaughtered. The killing of Bakht Baidar Khan, Asfandyar Amir Zeb, Abdul Kabir and scores of others occurred when the military had formally announced their victory over the militants. Anybody having any influence and opinion was either killed or forced to migrate from upper Swat after the security forces claimed a decisive victory against the militants.

Then the NWFP government signed the peace deal in May 2008 with Fazlullah’s militia which gave a golden opportunity to the militants to regroup and reorganise and get funding and weapons from sources still unknown to the well-known intelligence services of Pakistan. Almost the same scenario happened in Waziristan when the military struck a deal with Baitullah in South Waziristan.

The Fazlullah militia is now stronger and amply funded. It can threaten the administration of the state whenever it likes. They were recently able to strike from three different parts of the Swat valley simultaneously — Malam Jabba, where they destroyed the PTDC motel and the chairlift, Barikot where they set a school on fire and Sar Sinai where they burnt a police ‘chowki’ besides killing four people in Matta.

The provincial government now claims that the pact with the militants is intact while Fazlullah’s spokesman, Muslim Khan, has said in a statement that they have suspended talks with the government on the orders of Baitullah. One can observe the same pattern of perception amongst the people of Bajaur, Mohmand, Khyber and Peshawar; that the government and security forces are not serious about eliminating the spectre of a totally unacceptable code imposed by the Taliban on the people of high conflict zones.

The perception of the people in conflict-torn zones also brings another pertinent point to mind: they believe that despite sophisticated modern technology, the security forces usually target areas where the innocent and non-combatant suffer the most. The non-combatants in Waziristan, Swat and now Khyber Agency have incurred ten times more damage than the militants. It has been reported that the people in South Waziristan had built their own schools but when the military was leaving the area, they demolished all the schools, except a few where Baitullah has established his camps.

The same has just happened in Khyber Agency where security forces have destroyed houses that belonged to ordinary people. The people in the Agency are also of the opinion that security forces have started an operation against the wrong people. Lashkar-i-Islam and Ansar-ul-Islam are sectarian organisations at best and harbour no ambitions to establish their writ outside their sphere of influence. The people of high conflict areas also believe that the government has never paid any heed to their aspirations. They hold the justice system, colonial administrative structures and lack of economic initiatives responsible for all the mayhem around them. The people believe that lack of initiatives to empower them and lack of development are the primary reasons for this turmoil in the Pashtun belt.

Ill-coordinated operations have also created suspicions regarding the purpose of these actions. They maintain that it is not possible for any non-state organisation to survive the onslaught of state organisations if the state is serious about its endeavour, inferring that state institutions may be complicit in the activities of these non-state organisations. One can observe that the police force, Frontier Constabulary and other paramilitary forces are demoralised to the point of inaction. Constables deployed at checkposts may claim that their hands are tied and that they are mere scapegoats in this war against the militants, their training, remuneration and organisational structure plays a pivotal role in their state of disheartenment.

Common people feel that the state is unwilling to carry out serious operations; it targets non-combatants, allows target killings, enters into peace deals with militants but remains fairly apathetic about the well being of the people.
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