Tragedy in Sra Vela 
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ON April 10, 2010, a house in Sra Vela village in Khyber Agency’s Tirah valley was hit from the air. Moments later, when the people were engaged in clearing the debris and recovering the dead and the wounded, they were also hit. Sixty-three people lay dead and 80 were wounded. 

They were from the Kukikhel Afridi sub-tribe. They were pro-government. They were hit by jet fighters of the Pakistan Air Force. The governor of the province declared that action would be taken against those who had reported the presence of militants in the area and that such incidents would not occur in future. The question is how he will ensure that such incidents are not repeated. 

In a conventional war the first priority of the air force is the creation of a favourable air situation, for unless this is done it would not be able to undertake any other operation successfully. It is only when this is achieved that it takes part in the land battle — and plays a decisive role in its outcome by providing indirect support and direct support to the army. In the former it attacks targets which are not connected with the battle but are in the areas immediately adjacent to the battle zone. In the latter, also known as close air support (CAS), it attacks targets in the battle zone to support the land battle. 

In an unconventional war it commands the air. Like artillery and armour, air power also plays a minor role. The predominant role is played by infantry and special forces. Since guerrilla warfare is characterised by small-scale engagements, a land battle in the conventional sense rarely takes place. If the guerrillas make the mistake of getting involved in pitched battles with the military, they would be wiped out. That is why the Taliban in Afghanistan and in the tribal areas of Pakistan have avoided such battles, and have thus retained the capability to carry out devastating hit-and-run attacks over an extended period of time and space. Time is always on the side of the guerrillas. 

The best weapon against the guerrilla is another guerrilla. Therefore, like the special forces soldier (army’s guerrilla), the counter-insurgency infantry fighter, must also have the ability to operate in guerrilla-controlled territory, to survive in the wilderness and to use the weapon of surprise against them, while air, artillery and gunship support remains on call by the air force’s forward air controllers (FACs) and artillery’s forward observation officers (FOOs). 

This is a powerful psychological weapon against the guerrillas constantly moving from place to place, having been allowed to escape from the areas occupied by the army in the recent offensives. These infantry soldiers, along with special forces soldiers, would also supplement the human intelligence effort by providing real-time intelligence. 

CAS, like artillery support, is most effective when it is observed, directed and controlled by observers either on the ground or in the air — the only exception being when air is employed in the indirect support role. Conditions for observed, directed and controlled fire exist in a conventional setting where the battlefield has well-defined fronts, flanks and rear areas and the disposition of the enemy is known. Not so in an unconventional setting where the battlefield has no fronts, flanks or rear areas and the disposition of the enemy is not known. 

Employment of air and artillery in this setting, that too when credible intelligence would rarely be forthcoming, would, more often than not, lead to loss of innocent lives — explained later as ‘collateral damage’ that is ‘inevitable in war’ or caused by a ‘misunderstanding’. When this happens the people react by turning against the military and calling for revenge, thus negating the campaign to win hearts and minds. Intelligence drives all military operations. It is the guiding principle behind all counter-insurgency operations. The objective is to forecast future guerrilla actions in order to pre-empt them. 

One of the main reasons why the Americans failed to win the hearts and minds in Vietnam, Iraq and the affected areas of Afghanistan was collateral damage caused by the indiscriminate use of their air power and artillery. Since their soldiers found it difficult to adapt to the clandestine nature of guerrilla warfare, they resorted to widespread acts of indiscipline including suicides (much like the Indian forces in Kashmir and Soviet forces in Afghanistan). Consequently their commanders came to rely more and more on air and artillery. 

In the ongoing operations in the tribal areas the army would do well to limit the use of air power to situations where irrefutable real-time intelligence on the precise locations of the guerrillas becomes available. In situations where the army’s camps and check-posts come under physical attacks by large guerrilla groups, the use of FACs and FOOs would present opportunities to call for observed, directed and controlled fire on the attackers. 

Counter-insurgency is a multifaceted war. In order to win it, a political, psychological and economic effort will have to be launched side by side with the military’s. This is clearly lacking. Let it not be said that a war won militarily was lost politically. 

Meanwhile, since winning hearts and minds is a vital factor in army operations against guerrillas, it must not be compromised. Injudicious employment of air and artillery would do just that. It would lead to many Sra Velas. 

