The Fata challenge 
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 SOME timely issues were raised at a recent round-table discussion on how to bring Fata into the social and political mainstream. Discourse on this subject is vital if we are to develop a forward-looking, post-insurgency strategy for the tribal areas. Peace, which cannot come about without the subjugation of the Taliban, may still be a long way off. Even so there is no time to waste, for the mistakes of the past must not be repeated. Let’s face it, Fata is part of Pakistan in name alone. It is not subject to the laws of the land and the writ of the state holds no meaning in large swathes of the tribal belt. What’s more, Taliban ‘rule’ in recent years has transformed the power equation in the region. The militants have killed or quelled the tribal maliks who once called the shots. True, the old order was also iniquitous but the maliks at least had a stake in a state that awarded them status and privilege. The militants and clerics who now rule the roost are under no such obligations.

Let us assume that the Taliban in Fata will ultimately be defeated. What happens then? The ouster of the Taliban could create another power vacuum that may well be filled by a new breed of lawless elements. One possible solution: let the forces of democracy fill the void. The Political Parties Act must be extended to Fata so that the people there are given more options and, over time, come in contact with new ideas. For instance, contestants in Fata’s partyless elections have at least once taken a united stand that women should not cast their vote. Representatives of most political parties may be less likely to air such views. The Frontier Crime Regulation must also be abolished and replaced with a more equitable and effective penal code. Money must and can be found to develop the tribal belt, create employment opportunities, and cater to basic needs such as schooling and healthcare. For far too long, the notion that tribal people just want to be left alone has given the centre a pretext for doing nothing for their uplift. Nobody wants to travel 100 miles to get to a hospital.

It needs to be asked if the arrangement under which the tribal areas have been ‘governed’ since colonial times has hurt or benefited the region’s people. Attention has been focused on Fata since the rise of the Pakistani Taliban, but the fact of the matter is that it has always been beset by poverty and backwardness. What the residents of Fata want must be ascertained first and foremost. Are they ready to accept a social contract under which they willingly relinquish some of their freedoms in exchange for protection by the state and the rights and privileges of citizenship? And, equally importantly, is the state capable of honouring such a contract? 

