Fighting militancy


THAT a new plan should be prepared for combating militancy in Fata and the NWFP’s settled districts means that the strategy so far followed has failed to work. Some 80,000 troops are already in place to combat religious militancy, and the government is now thinking of a “surge”, besides planning to give the security personnel modern equipment, including unmanned reconnaissance planes. The idea is to make “focussed operations” against militant commanders on a fast-track basis. If this is the aim of the new “fast-track” strategy, what has then been the aim of the policy followed all these years?

The tactics so far have been a mix of force and “deals”. While relying entirely on force is not going to help in an area which has traditionally resisted authority, the “deals” are not without an inherent contradiction. Basically, it is a sound policy to strike an understanding with tribal elders and militant commanders to secure peace in a given area. This can be done by making them responsible for peacekeeping, by strengthening the position of those elders who have a positive outlook, and making use of the resentment the presence of foreign militants has created among the Fata people. For instance, the government used tribal elders in parts of South Waziristan to flush out foreign, especially Uzbek, militants. Since then, even though some foreign militants are still there, there has been a marked decline in militant activity. However, the flipside is that deals do not always work, or work unsatisfactorily. What is worse, militants get time to reorganise and regroup, and thus the deals often prove counterproductive. Yet, there is no alternative for the government. It has to secure the cooperation of the people of Fata — in fact of the entire NWFP — to combat a phenomenon that is gradually spreading and threatening the people’s peace and security. The people of the NWFP, like those in the rest of Pakistan, have been practising Islam in a way that has never been a threat to anyone. However, religion as defined and preached by the Taliban and Al Qaeda is in danger of turning into a fitna — a Quranic term for mischief that could grow and turn into anarchy. On the whole, it is a nightmarish situation, for militancy is no more confined to Fata but has spread to the “settled” districts as well. It is both a force and a threat, and the people’s active cooperation alone can reverse the trend.

A related question is the devolution plan of this government. While the plan, the brainchild of Gen (retd) Tanvir Naqvi, may have merits elsewhere in the country, in the NWFP it has undermined coordination between the authorities in Fata and those in the districts. At present, the Fata Secretariat looks after the tribal area, while the provincial Home Department is responsible for law and order in the rest of the NWFP. The abolition of the traditional district management system inherited from the colonial era has led to the exclusion of proper coordination needed between these two administrative units at a time when the entire administrative machinery needs to be battle-fit for the task ahead. The government is now thinking in terms of setting up Regional Coordinators to liaise between the Fata Secretariat and the Home Department. Let us hope this works.

