Why jirga bodies won’t work
By Humera Alwani

THE government is to constitute jirga committees consisting of sardars and like-minded notables of the area, district coordination officers, nazims, and DIGs to settle disputes among feuding tribes in interior Sindh. In doing so, it will be providing relief and legal cover to culprits hailing from the more influential tribes and involved in cases lof murder, loot, plunder and ‘honour’ killings.

Jirgas and “faislas” go against the concept of providing relief to victims and the aggrieved. In many areas of interior Sindh, outlaws are accommodated by sardars and waderas under the garb of doing justice to victims and their families. Despite the fact that jirgas were banned by the Sindh High Court, they continue to be sanctioned by ministers, MPAs, nazims and ministers.

The price to be paid for purchasing this cover involves a few lakh rupees, about Rs150,000 to Rs300,000 for murder and Rs25,000 to Rs50,000 for wounding a person. In some cases, minor girls are given as penalty for murder or injuries sustained. Most of the time the murders are counted on both sides and are made even. If the number of persons killed is equal on both sides the offences stand neutralised.

But no culprit is punished for violating the peace of the area or for making life miserable for the poor, many of whom do not belong to the feuding castes and just happen to live in the area where they are dominant. Several men, women and children have been murdered in cold blood, simply because they were either inadvertently passing through no-go areas or working in nearby fields.

The interest of those who perpetuate the jirga system in prolonging clashes has become deep-rooted. Their strategy has always been to create terror among the poor. Most of them have been directly involved in backing and supporting the people of their own castes and their allied tribes to sustain clashes with rival tribes. The advantages of lawlessness in their areas are multiple for them, although it is only the sardars, waderas and bhotars who are the beneficiaries. The tribesmen and the people of the entire district pay a heavy price.

Traditionally, the sardar, wadera or bhotar can only enjoy his status when the people of his tribe show unquestionable allegiance to him. The honour extended to him by those of his caste and others of weaker ones arises from fear of his political power and influence with the police and in government. Additionally, he is able to support and command a platoon of thieves, armed gangs and other hooligans.

During feuds, the people are totally dependent on him in police matters. Most of the time, they look to him for arranging the supply of arms and ammunition. They also look to him for protection from offenders in his tribe.

Because of tribal clashes, many areas become no-go zones, not only for the general public but for the police as well as for several other government departments. Most of the areas affected on account of these clashes start from the ‘pakka’ and extend deep into the ‘kachcha’ (situated on both sides of the River Indus) area. A big chunk of the benefits that accrue to the waderas comes from the kachcha area, and they gain control over thousands of acres of forest land and hundreds of fish ponds.

They have the power to encroach on and illegally cultivate as many acres of forest department land as they like without paying a penny to the authorities. They earn millions of rupees from the fish ponds. They are involved in cutting down thousands of trees and making millions of rupees from this activity. Nobody, not even the forest department, questions them. They are exempted from all types of taxes and revenue and enjoy free electricity for their machines and tubewells if it is available in these areas.

From the constitution of jirga committees under consideration by the Sindh government, it is clear that these would include waderas and other notables. The nazims, in most cases, are either their sons, brothers or nominees. The DCOs behave and work as secretaries to the nazims. The DCO stays posted in the district for as long as the nazim or sardar is pleased with him. The case of the DIG is not much different.

The police in the concerned district are helpless and unable to deal with those involved in tribal clashes. Hundreds of cases are registered for murder and plunder under the garb of tribal enmity in every district. Thousands of criminals are nominated in these cases. Absconders keep roaming under the very nose of the police, but nobody can touch them as a number of officials have obtained their postings with the blessings of the wadera.

Unfortunately, many district police officers are the nominees of waderas who are politically powerful figures in the present government. The DPO, therefore, is either incompetent or totally helpless to take the right decision.

The position of the town police officers and station house officers is even worse. The result is that the police do not dare touch the criminals. Many such areas have become sanctuaries for those involved in killing people in broad daylight and stealing vehicles.

The police sometimes venture into these criminal nurseries to conduct operations that are fake, primarily because the criminals living here are heavily armed and, secondly, because of the political influence of the wadera. The DPO knows that displeasing the wadera will only bring him hardship and cause him to be transferred. The same applies to the TPOs and SHOs.

Almost all registered cases are pending investigation in the police stations. Many have been disposed of under “cancelled or “false”. Investigations in such cases are incomplete. Even if some cases are sent to the court, the situation there is not encouraging enough because of weak prosecution.

Under these circumstances one is totally unable to comprehend the logic of empowering the waderas and not devising rational strategies based on ground realities to improve the law and order situation and establish the writ of the state.

The law can only be enforced if police postings are based on merit and needs. Political pressure in these postings as well as in decision-making must be discouraged by giving a free legal hand to the officers. The latter should also be held accountable for failure to carry out their duties and for the misuse of authority.Constituting jirga committees is no solution. Only the creation of fear of authority and the writ of law are the solution. Incidents of crime must be registered, properly investigated and sent to the courts. The criminals involved should be arrested and jailed, and not unleashed for more loot and plunder.

Many jirgas have been held in the past revolving round inter-tribal clashes. Penalties have been imposed and pledges taken on the Holy Quran. But each time, decisions have been violated and faislas dishonoured. Weapons are taken up by the respective parties against each other without any hesitation or fear of facing the authorities.

Efforts are also required to equip the district police and properly train it. Joint operations by police and other law-enforcement agencies should be conducted for sweeping the area and recovering weapons. Disarming people is not sufficient; it must also be ensured that the transportation of arms and ammunition to the affected areas is stopped.

Non-functional schools in the province that have been closed for years should be opened and new ones constructed. The same goes for health outlets. Roads should be repaired and new ones built to ensure easy access for the law-enforcement authorities in far-flung areas and for villagers to markets and other towns and cities. Only then will there be greater awareness.

This is the only way to bring peace and prosperity to these areas, and requires sincere efforts and proper planning for its implementation. The authorities should heed this instead of making the landlords even more powerful resulting in the exploitation of the ignorant masses, politically, socially and economically.
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