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THE path to a modicum of prosperity and a semblance of security in the tribal areas is a straight line: it starts from the village Jalaldin where Miangul Kukikhel lives with nearly 200 of his family members and close kin. The village lies just across the canal that separates the upscale Hayatabad Township to the west of Peshawar from the tribal area of Khyber Agency. 

Jalaldin is located on a patch of highland strewn with pebbles and sand, beneath which flows a rivulet that brings forth torrents of rainwater from the picturesque valley of Tirah. This, perhaps, accounts for the prolific growth of the water-loving eucalyptus groves in the area. Across the rivulet sits serenely Miangul’s subsistence-level landholding, partly shadowed by old mulberry and red berry trees which would have presented a riot of colours during the peak poppy-harvesting season. Growing poppy is now taboo in the area and Miangul and his relatives obediently distance themselves from the practice. 

Now in his mid-seventies and extremely emaciated, his thin face virtually void of all signs of life, Miangul is running from pillar to post to find his folk drinking water. He is a simple Afridi villager, not unlike any other villager in the rest of the Pashto-speaking parts of the Frontier. And this could be quite disturbing for those who, through narratives laced with fiction, have been led to believe that the Pashtun tribesmen are not dissimilar to primitive humans. 

While his sons dabble in businesses of sorts in Peshawar and elsewhere, Miangul ekes a living out of a paltry pension of Rs3,000 that he gets from the provincial government. Back in the late seventies, a political agent to whom he had access had set up a primary school in Miangul’s village. The school has still not graduated to the middle level, he says regretfully, adding that the pleas he made to the political agent for getting drinking water for his community also went unheeded. 

With his end fast catching up with him, Miangul may not be able to convince even the US-funded Livelihood Development Programme of the community’s need for water. The agency, like others that claim to be working for Fata, appear more concerned with compiling fanciful statistics, unreliable opinion polls and fashionable matrices. 

Numerous seminars, conferences and foreign tours are undertaken with a view to formulating policies for improving the lot of the distressed tribesmen. Yet if a fair assessment were made, it would in all likelihood show that more funds are being spent on ceremonies and stays in five-star hotels than on the ground in the targeted areas. So as it stands, Miangul has been told that his plea for potable water will be evaluated in the light of such and such reports, which are being compiled and will subsequently be referred to such and such authority. 

One must wonder why all these agencies drain precious resources on absurd surveys, opinion polls and conferences dominated by people who are completely out of touch with reality. Why does the government of Pakistan not step in and produce credible data for the aid agencies to work with? 

We spare no chance to find fault with everything Indian but here is yet another example of how our giant neighbour outstrips us: another census to count over a billion of its people. India has successfully carried out a 10-yearly census since 1872, without a break. As they say in India, never has a war, plague or any other disaster come in the way of holding the census. 

The country is currently grappling with tens of insurgencies of different hues but this month we see 2.5 million enumerators setting out to perform a grand and indeed sacred task. The most remarkable feature of the census will be the taking of fingerprints and photographs and targeting a margin of error that is lower that two per cent. 

Pakistan has been due to carry out a census since 2007 and no one knows when the exercise will actually materialise. Delaying it further in Fata, however, comes at a cost that is making the country bleed and keeping Miangul and his people suffering the pangs of thirst. If private agencies can organise opinion polls in the area, what is stopping the government from counting just about four million tribesmen, their foreign and local guests, houses, functioning schools, mosques and wells? 

The government must resolve to dispense with the clichés of ‘remoteness’ and ‘inaccessibility’ that haunt our imagination, and replace them with the avowed aim of bringing the tribesmen into the mainstream. The ideal goal must be to discard the stigma of tribalism and to recognise these people as ordinary citizens of the country. 

Miangul is not the only one telling us of his woes and those of his women-folk, who must fetch water from far away. The despair is all-pervasive and unremitting. It has been quite some since we last heard of our Pashtun brothers in Waziristan engaging in their traditional dance, the atan. A friend from the area says that evenings in Wana, the headquarters of South Waziristan Agency, couldn’t be more melancholy. The last echoes of the mesmerising atan have long since died down. We must start beating the drums anew. 

