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Tribesmen gather around an injured boy at a hospital in Miranshah, the main town in North Waziristan on May 22, 2010, following a US drone attack. - Photo by AFP. 

The United States and Nato have long been pressuring Pakistan to launch a military operation in North Waziristan. Now that the army has indicated it will open that Pandora’s box of militancy, the instigators are dissociating themselves from the operation. 

US Defence Secretary Robert Gates has announced that his country is not ‘pushing’ Pakistan to make this move, while Nato has declared that the timing and strategy of the operation are to be fully of the Pakistan Army’s choosing.

This magnanimity does not signal a shift in policy, nor does it indicate that the US has truly come to trust Pakistan as an equal partner in its prolonged war against terror. No, western security forces are backing off from plans to launch the offensive because it’s going to be messy, very messy. 

North Waziristan has long been home to Hafiz Gul Bahadur’s militant group, which has struck two peace accords with the Pakistan government (in 2006 and 2008) and therefore refrains from launching attacks against government and army personnel and property in Fata or elsewhere. Previously, Bahadur has prevented other militants, including Baitullah Mehsud, from launching attacks against Pakistan from his territory, and is responsible for expelling many Arab and Central Asian militants from the agencies. 

In return for this cooperation, the Bahadur group has been allowed to flourish and is now well-entrenched in North Waziristan: it runs a parallel administration boasting recruiting offices for militants, training camps, madressahs, separate courts and jails and its own taxation policy. If an offensive in the tribal agency disrupts the Bahadur group, the army will face a well-armed and well-organised force that will no longer have any reason to keep foreign fighters at bay. 

North Waziristan also serves as a base for the Jalaluddin Haqqani network, which primarily targets coalition forces in Afghanistan. The Haqqanis are old friends of Pakistan’s intelligence agencies, and continue to be cultivated as contacts that could prove useful as political allies in a post-US Afghanistan. This network, too, has not attacked the Pakistani state, but may change its modus operandi if a military operation were to be directed against its fighters. 

As practically the only one of Fata’s seven agencies that has not been the site of a military operation, North Waziristan has recently seen an influx of TTP (Tehrik-i-Taliban Pakistan) militants fleeing army action elsewhere. Indeed, a list of all the groups whose activities have been traced to the tribal agency reads like a who’s who of regional militancy. The agency is also believed to be the hiding place of Al Qaeda leaders such as Osama bin Laden and Ayman Zawahiri. 

Taking on this hornet’s nest of militancy will be no small task for the Pakistan Army. Its job is made even harder by the shifting allegiances of the various militant groups themselves. There have been reports of a brewing conflict between the Afghan militant groups that maintain ties with the Pakistani establishment and elements of the Punjabi Taliban that have started to act independently. The recent murder of former ISI official Khalid Khwaja was another sign of the shifting ground on which the security establishment has to operate. Under these circumstances, any attempts at backchannel negotiations or plans to maintain a ceasefire with certain groups will be tenuous — militant groups that have historically sided with Pakistan may splinter into more dangerous entities. 

Matters are made worse by the complete lack of intelligence from the agency. Militants have killed hundreds of people suspected of spying for the US or Pakistani governments — just the other day, two men were strapped with explosives and blown up in public on similar charges. The intensified drone attacks in North Waziristan since the start of this year have made the militants extremely cautious about leaking information. Hakeemullah Mehsud’s recent ‘resurrection’ indicated just how little is known about what’s happening in the agency. 

Given this scenario, a botched operation in North Waziristan could further decentralise and disperse the terror threat. If the Pakistan Army moves into the agency without a clear sense of its goals or confidence in certain allegiances, up to 50,000 fighters from various groups could spread across the country causing mayhem. Movement towards cells in Karachi and the southern Punjab would also be likely, leading to the creation of new North Waziristans in the heartland of Pakistan. 

To prevent this nightmare from becoming a reality, the army should consolidate the gains it has made in other parts of Fata and create a network of locals willing to stem infiltration by militants from North Waziristan. Rather than launch a full-fledged, indiscriminate campaign, the army should also stick to earlier plans of launching contained attacks against specific targets. Given the potential horrifying consequences for Pakistan, this is not the time to kowtow to foreign demands for a grander operation. 

A limited operation will also rule out the need to bring more troops into the vicinity (there are currently about 140,000 troops in the agency, mostly stationed in Miramshah). This is important because military action in Fata since 2005 has earned the ire of non-combatant agency residents who complain they have lost more lives and property because of army action rather than the militant presence. 

This perception has fuelled the rate of militant recruitment in the area, and the last thing the North Waziristan operation should do is win more youngsters over to the militant cause. To this end, the army should work with the civilian government to raise enough funds beforehand to accommodate the IDPs who will escape the operation, and to compensate civilians for property damage. 

More importantly, the army should also limit US involvement in the form of sustained drone attacks in any operation. This must be Pakistan’s fight, fought on Pakistan’s terms, with Pakistan’s best interests in mind.

