Swat after the elections
By Khadim Hussain

AFTER living for two years in a land gripped with disaster, frustration, fear and death-like silence haunted with suicide attacks, bomb blasts and beheadings, the hard working, educated, and mature people of Swat Valley spoke loud and clear in the Feb 18 elections.

They voted for the Awami National Party (ANP) and sent seven out of eight experienced, mostly young and energetic, persons to the national and provincial legislatures from the party’s platform — a secular, nationalist political party with liberal democratic credentials.

The victory of ANP candidates with an overwhelming majority and the positive response of the losing candidates brought about a harmonious political environment in the valley. As the spring season set in, a paradigm shift appeared imminent in the post-election socio-political and cultural environment of the valley.

Then came the death blow on Feb 29 —a bomb blast that left almost 50 dead in a funeral ceremony in the congested part of Mingora. It recast the shadow of fear in the changing environs of Swat valley.

Never before had ANP achieved such a thundering victory in any previous general elections in Swat Valley. Most seats from the area would usually go to either different factions of Pakistan Muslim League or the Pakistan People’s Party in the past. The MMA had swept the 2002 elections in the valley, which, many observers think, has been one of the causes of the turmoil the valley saw during 2006 and 2007. This has caused severe hardship to the people as almost 500,000 were internally displaced. The loss in tourism alone was to the tune of billions of rupees. Roads, bridges, schools and hospitals were destroyed, and the people lost hope in the future.

Will the newly elected parliamentarians be able to restore the erstwhile beauty of Swat? Will they be able to come up to the expectations of the masses to restore peace, provide immediate relief and plan development?

Wajid Ahmad Khan, an experienced political worker and member of the special group of ANP in the centre has been elected from PF-80 that includes the areas around Mingora, the business hub of Swat valley. A lawyer by profession, Wajid Khan has run party affairs in the district for a long time. He has a vision and an action plan for the betterment of the people of his constituency. He intends to “open large number of schools and initiate substantial economic activity to create jobs and reduce poverty”. He will most probably be considered for a cabinet slot in the newly formed ANP government in the NWFP.

Wiqar Ali Khan, the nephew of a veteran ANP worker Khan Nawab, has been elected from PF-82 that includes the area adjacent to Kabal. The area remained under the grip of militancy during the turmoil in 2006 and 2007.

Shamsher Ali, an experienced political worker, made his way to the provincial assembly from PF-83 for the first time after a log protracted struggle. Shamsher Ali has been elected from Nekpi Khel area which remained one of the hotbeds of militancy. He is known to have strongly resisted the militant onslaught of Maulana Fazlullah — the leader of religious militants of the valley. Having a close rapport with the common man and remaining imbued with a passion for organising the party, Mr Ali is better placed to understand the aspirations of the people of his constituency.

Ayub Khan, the nephew of veteran ANP leader and former federal minister, Afzal Khan Lala, has been elected from PF-84 that includes the areas of Matta and Durushkhela. Matta remained one of the hottest spots in the last two years. Ayub Khan’s cousin, Abdul Jabbar, Tehsil Nazim, was wounded in an attack by the militants while two of his nephews, Zakir and Shakir, were killed in another attack. Ayub Khan has remained the president of the district chapter of ANP for a long time, and has tremendous zeal and experience to bring about a change for the better. He has recently been very active in organising jirgas to deal with religious militancy in the area.

Jaafar Shah, a development activist, made his way to the provincial assembly from PF-85 that includes Madyan and Bahrian, the haven of tourism in the recent past. He has worked in Kalam Integrated Development Project for a long time and presently heads his own development organisation. Mr Shah knows the complexity of development paradigms and is able to initiate worthwhile development projects in the area. He also has close links with the development experts on national and international levels.

Another young, energetic and highly educated person, Dr Haider Ali, has been elected from PF-86 that includes the areas of Khwazakhela and its suburbs. This area also remained the hotbed of militancy over the last few years. Dr Haider remained very active in dealing with the social issues of his area over all these years. His energy, openness, commitment and education will go a long way in bringing prosperity to the people, whose wishes he is able to articulate.

The crucial issues that the elected representatives of Swat will confront in the near future include the restoration of peace, reclaiming the erstwhile status of the valley as a tourist resort, development planning for the area, and rehabilitation of the internally displaced. Keeping in view the background of the elected representatives of ANP from the valley, the people of the valley rightly hope to see a peaceful and culturally open Swat in the near future. The newly formed provincial government of ANP will probably understand the special case of the valley, and will cooperate with the elected representatives of the valley to go ahead with their development agenda.

The newly elected representatives would probably ask for the disbursement of the special package announced by the president of Pakistan in the recent past as a first step to provide relief to the hapless masses of the valley.

As for the restoration of peace, the political and social activists of the valley had started a process of forming committees in the length and breadth of Swat even before the polls. New representatives may use the platform to give it credence and vitality. Having been aware of the process and practice of Khudai Khidmatgars, the legislators from Swat may find the task more productive for the well being of the people of the valley. This seems to be a rare chance for all progressive, enlightened and democratic forces to bring peace and prosperity to the scenic valley.
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