Targeting foreign militants
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THESE are depressing times for Pakistanis. Consider the following:

• The political crisis caused by the reference against the Supreme Court’s Chief Justice was exacerbated by his physical manhandling by over-zealous officials and the sacking of the offices of a private TV channel in Islamabad.

Demonstrations by lawyers, initially countered by brutal police methods, have since been held peacefully and are now being reinforced by demonstrations led by political parties. So far, they have been peaceful and if they remain so will mark a new level of political maturity. But for the man in the street the fear is that once the government party also arranges counter demonstrations things may well go very wrong.

• In Washington and elsewhere, the ham-handed handling of the matter and the strong public reaction have raised serious questions about President Musharraf’s “aura of invincibility” and accentuated concerns about Pakistan’s stability. US administration officials, while studiously avoiding adverse comments, have nevertheless felt constrained to remind the president of his pledge to remove the uniform before seeking re-election.

Congress has been less reticent. The chairman of the sub-committee on South Asia of the House Foreign Affairs Committee asked the administration to make sure that it did not rely on Musharraf alone and highlighted his belief that the recent disturbances in Pakistan showed that “democracy is an issue that has slipped in emphasis if not in actual importance.”

The letter from the leadership of the Senate Foreign Relations Committee attracted attention because it asked for permitting the leaders of the PPP and the PML (N) to participate in the elections. It also suggested that action against the Taliban leadership in Pakistan would help the development of US-Pakistan relations.

This could not be seen as reassuring in terms of the measure of American support even though it is clear that, at the administration’s urging, Congress has not yet imposed any conditionality on the continuation of American assistance to Pakistan.

• Consider, too, Pakistan’s stunning defeat at the World Cup. The subsequent murder of Pakistan coach Bob Woolmer led to, as was almost inevitable, unsubstantiated reports that the murder was somehow associated with “match-fixing” in which a part of or the entire Pakistan team participated.

Given Pakistani enthusiasm for cricket, this has perhaps been more damaging to Pakistani morale than any other event. That this incident was only the latest and most tragic of the sordid events that have plagued the team in recent months has not helped.· In UK at the opening of the trial of Britons of Pakistani origin the prosecution claimed that the abortive bombing attempt on July 21, 2005, like the more successful July 7, 2005, bombings in the London underground, had its origin in training camps in Pakistan. It is a grim reminder that only a few of the graduates of these training camps went to the UK. The rest are here to create mayhem in our own cities.

• The bomb blasts in Quetta and the blowing up of rail tracks and gas pipelines serve as a constant reminder of Baloch discontent and the ineffectiveness of the coalition government in Balochistan.

• Next door, a new UN resolution has strengthened the sanctions regime against Iran. Iran suspects that recent incidents in Iranian Balochistan have been carried out by “Jundullah” militants based in Pakistani Balochistan and are part of the American effort to destabilise the regime. The Iranians are now fencing the Pak-Iran border ostensibly to guard against drug smuggling from Afghanistan via Pakistan but largely because of this fear of infiltration.

• Tensions in Iran’s relations with the West have grown further after Iran detained 15 British sailors whom it accuses of entering its territorial waters. Hopefully, this problem will be resolved peacefully and quickly. There is no chance that Iran’s confrontation with the West will lead to a military conflict but many Pakistanis entertain the depressing fear that we may soon be asked again to decide whether you are “with us or against us”.

• President Musharraf’s presence at the Arab League summit in Saudi Arabia is ostensibly recognition of the role he is seeking to play in evolving a consensus among Muslim countries on the solution of the Palestine issue. Many in Pakistan, however, perceive this as an attempt to draw Pakistan into the anti-Iran alliance that the conservative Arab states are building against a perceived Iranian effort to marginalise the Iraqi Sunnis and to have a subservient Shia government in Iraq.

• In Afghanistan, the Nato forces backed by the Afghan national army have launched Operation Achilles to force the Taliban out of the areas of Helmand province that provide access to the Kajaki dam and to proceed with the reconstruction of the dam that could provide economic benefits to the people of the southern provinces.

A separate operation was launched by the Afghan national army on Nauroz. Tall claims of success — 99 Taliban killed by Friday — have been made by the Afghans but there is no Nato confirmation for these numbers. What has emerged is an acknowledgement by a Nato commander that the more intensive efforts of Pakistani forces at the border and around the refugee camps have reduced the level of Taliban infiltration from Pakistan. This is a significant but small consolation.

There seem to be no signs yet that either of the operations is making substantial headway in clearing the roads and making reconstruction possible. There is little to indicate that the campaign to “win the hearts and minds” of the people has made much headway.

American pleas for additional European troops to be sent to Afghanistan and for the caveats on their use to be removed have yielded little result. Nor have there been any additional pledges of aid for the reconstruction of Afghanistan. The destabilising influence of a disturbed Afghanistan will continue to be felt in Pakistan and will continue to complicate the task of fighting extremism in this country.

It is against this backdrop that one should view the somewhat cheering news from the tribal areas that the local tribes are now waging a war against the foreign militants — primarily the Uzbeks led by Tahir Yuldashev but including Chechens and Arabs — and have inflicted heavy losses of men and materiel on them. While reliable figures are hard to come by, there seems to be little doubt that more than 150 foreign militants have been killed and their vast arms caches have been taken over by the locals.

One such cache in a jail maintained by the Uzbeks was said to have contained 188 Kalashnikov rifles, 175 rocket propelled grenades, 1,800 hand grenades and thousands of bullets. The government has denied assisting the locals in this fight but eyewitness reports suggest that army helicopters have been sweeping over the area and possible providing information to the locals about the location of the militants.

Government representatives also appear to be very well informed about the course of the fighting and it would be reasonable to assume that the government is discreetly providing assistance and advice.

There had been many indications that the presence of the foreign militants and their heavy-handed ways were beginning to grate on the nerves of the local tribesmen, including fervent supporters of the Taliban and dedicated opponents of the US presence in Afghanistan. The code of Pashtunwali was severely strained by Tahir Yuldashev’s apparent insistence that the principal enemy was the Pakistan army and that no agreement with it needed to be honoured.

Today, the tribesmen allege that the Uzbeks killed most of the 120 odd pro-government tribal leaders eliminated since the 2005 agreement between the tribals and the government. The people of the area, it is well known, do not take kindly to the presence of foreigners in their areas. These factors alone, however, would not have been enough to trigger the present action. The Uzbeks with their foreign backers provided money to a poverty-stricken area and were generous in paying for the services they received locally.

It can be said that the tribesmen finally decided to take action against the foreigners after the government promised more generous compensation and because these promises were regarded as credible. If this is what happened, then the government is right in claiming the credit. It is likely that either the Uzbeks will leave the area or will continue to live there only under conditions prescribed by the local leaders. This, however, is only the first step, albeit a significant one.

There are reports that the tribal leaders who led the action against the foreign militants — chief among them Mullah Nazir — are now said to be on the government’s side. But Mullah Nazir is at best an ex-Taliban. Those who are seeking to bring a jirga to the area to work out a settlement between him and Yaldashev are people like Baitullah Mehsud, the man the government holds responsible for breaching the 2005 agreement, Sirajuddin Haqqani, the son of the famous Afghan Taliban commander Jalaluddin Haqqani, and perhaps even the notorious Mullah Dadullah.

Apparently Mullah Nazir has refused to heed their call for a ceasefire so far and is asking more or less for an unconditional surrender by the foreign militants. These people, however, have a strong Taliban following in the region. Mullah Nazir may be under pressure to heed their call since he, too, is theoretically sympathetic to the Taliban objective of securing the withdrawal of foreign forces from Afghanistan and restoring Pashtun primacy in Afghanistan.

A lot of hard work lies ahead to rid the region not only of foreign militants but also of Taliban influence. For this, money and social sector development is one element. Political space for the parties with an anti-Taliban and anti-extremist manifesto is another, perhaps more, significant requirement. It goes without saying that success in the tribal areas would have an enormously beneficial effect on the internal situation in Pakistan. If nothing else, it would bring to an end the creeping Talibanisation to which the Frontier province is being subjected.
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