The Bajaur massacre


IT is impossible to believe the government’s claim that those killed in the attack on the madressah near Damadola in Bajaur Agency on Monday morning were all militants. Given the firepower in a missile attack of that nature, no one can rule out civilian casualties, even if it is accepted that the madressah was the sole target. Monday’s assault occurred nine months after the devastating American air strike on the same village on Jan 13, but the death toll then was much lower — 18. Now it is Pakistan’s security forces that have owned up to re-enacting the massacre — and on a much bigger scale, the casualty figure being four times the number of those killed in the American air strike.

We have now two distinctly different versions of events: some locals say the attack was carried out by US planes, and that the firing by some helicopters came later. The government’s military spokesman says that the missiles were fired by the army’s helicopter gunships, that the attack was aimed specifically at the madressah, which had been under watch, and that it was being used as a training camp for Al Qaeda terrorists. It is quite possible that the “American planes” which some locals saw were drones which provided information to Pakistani authorities, especially about the presence of one of the wanted men, Maulvi Liaquat Ali. In this scenario, the army then launched the missiles, proving — if proof were needed — that Pakistan need not be told to “do more” and that being “a frontline state” in the war on terror, it was fully cooperating with its Nato and American allies in rooting out terrorists.

While these issues involve what one can call “operational matters”, the question that comes to mind is about the timing of the air strike. The attack came on the day the authorities and tribal elders in the Bajaur agency were to enter into the kind of agreement that the two sides signed in North Waziristan in September. The deal with the Waziris and some members of the Taliban shoora aroused suspicions at home and abroad. This was so because while the Sept 5 accord ensured peace in North Waziristan, it was seen as having been concluded on the militants’ terms. A similar agreement in Bajaur was on the cards, but after what happened on Monday, it appears highly doubtful that the tribal chiefs will be willing to strike such a deal. More ominously, one should not be surprised if the carnage at the Ziaul Uloom madressah leads to a backlash in the entire tribal belt. Indeed, the Sept 5 agreement could itself be in jeopardy.

The government must now come clean on the issue. What precisely were the motives behind the attack? Has the strike on the madressah achieved its purpose in the sense that the area has been pacified for good, and did the lethal explosions also kill many innocent civilians? How does the government propose to face up to the expected backlash of the Bajaur strike? And was the attack an attempt to pre-empt a peace deal between the militants and Pakistani authorities along the lines of the North Waziristan accord? Besides paying compensation to the families of those found to be innocent victims, the government must order an inquiry so that facts can be ascertained and responsibility assigned. At the same time, the decision to ban journalists’ entry into the Bajaur agency is not prudent. It suggests that the government may have much to hide.

