A new approach in Fata


MERCIFULLY, the Pakistan government is now exploring new approaches to ease the crisis in North Waziristan. In their latest move, the governor and chief minister of the NWFP and the corps commander of that region have agreed to establish a grand jirga to find a solution to the unrest in the tribal areas. It is to consist of maliks and ulema from the different agencies of Fata — at least five of them from North Waziristan — and will serve as an intermediary between the government and the people. This is the government’s response to the public demand to enlist the people’s participation in the pacification process in the tribal areas which have been in turmoil since 2002. But whether the move will succeed in bringing peace and stability will have to be seen. Since the maliks and ulema are to be nominated, will they enjoy the public confidence that alone can give them the authority to have their decisions implemented — mainly to restore the rule of law to this region without the use of force?

The government’s main concern is that the people should stop shielding and providing sanctuary to the Taliban — both of local and Afghan origins — so that the war on terror can be brought to a successful conclusion with as little bloodshed as possible. At a time when people in Fata are generally angry with the army, the ulema and maliks on the jirga might face the problem of a lack of credibility being government nominees. If they are seen as collaborators, they might be targeted as has been the case with the 100 or so tribal chiefs who have been killed in Waziristan in the last few years. But a beginning has to be made towards normalisation somewhere and the sooner it is done the better. It would therefore be wise of the government to empower the jirga and allow it time and opportunity to produce results. The government must be at the “beck and call” of the jirga as promised by the NWFP chief minister. Much of the problem would be resolved if the army adopts a clear policy vis-à-vis the militants who are hiding in Fata.

