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TO manage the war against the Taliban in the long run, the Pakistan Army and the government have to keep up a careful balancing act: military offensives and political manouevring, development and resource allocation, monitoring and intervention must go hand in hand. 

But a recent development threatens to throw things off balance. The Pakistan Counter-insurgency Capabilities Fund (PCCF) announced last month could over-militarise the solution to the problem of entrenched militancy. The PCCF, approved by the Obama administration in May, is a $400m annual allowance to provide the Pakistan military with training and equipment for counter-insurgency missions. The US House of Representatives Foreign Affairs Committee added an additional $700m for the PCCF in its Pakistan aid package as well. Under the PCCF, the US Central Command can work directly with the Pakistan Army to bolster its counter-terrorism capabilities. 

Given the collateral damage inflicted by ongoing military operations in the northern areas, the PCCF addresses an urgent need. Indeed, many have been advocating that the army deploy more subtle tactics against the militants. Interviews with IDPs who have left their villages in the Frontier province have confirmed that traditional warfare — heavy bombardment and prolonged firefights — have limited efficacy. Many have described how militants flee on hearing the sound of planes and helicopters, leaving civilians to bear the brunt of aerial attacks. Strengthening the army’s counter-insurgency capacity is a productive way for the US to support Pakistan’s efforts to stem militancy. 

But nothing is so simple — unsurprisingly, the PCCF is saddled with a variety of issues and intrigues. Firstly, the fund over-militarises the Obama administration’s support for Pakistan’s war against terror, thereby recalling the policies of George W. Bush. The reigning anti-terror bible, the US Army/Marine Corps Counterinsurgency Field Manual, argues that fighting insurgencies requires “80 per cent political action and only 20 per cent military”. The manual recommends: “Political objectives must guide the military’s approach… The political and military aspects of insurgencies are so bound together as to be inseparable…. Military action executed without properly assessing their political effects at best result in reduced effectiveness and at worst are counterproductive.” 

Acknowledging this problem, the US State Department and Pentagon tussled over who should micromanage the fund. For the moment Gen David Petraeus, head of US Central Command, will oversee the fund. But 2010 will see a change in custody as the PCCF is handed over to the State Department. 

The fund will bloat the Pakistan Army’s already significant budget and continue to privilege military solutions to a socio-political problem. As long as dollars are pouring into the coffers of the Pakistan Army, they’re not being spent towards economic development, local governance or judicial reform. Compare the fund’s $400m allocation for 2009 with the $310m pledged by the US to aid IDPs — such numbers will not be winning hearts and minds across the Frontier anytime soon. 

The preference for military aid is not the only problem the PCCF poses. Significantly, COAS Ashfaq Kayani initially rejected the US’s offer of training for counter-insurgency missions, claiming instead that his troops were only short on equipment such as night vision goggles. Kayani’s hesitancy is explained by several reasons. 

Firstly, increased American intervention in 

military affairs validates the perception that our army is fighting a proxy war with militants. Secondly, counter-insurgency training cannot address the fact that the army’s biggest challenge in fighting the Taliban was not a shortage of equipment, rather, a lack of motivation and unwillingness to tackle militancy. 

Moreover, counter-insurgency training will require the presence of US Special Forces personnel on Pakistani soil (indeed, about 120 experts are already here training Frontier Corps personnel). More US trainers means more American “eyes and ears” on the ground in Pakistan and the COAS is rightfully concerned about what fringe benefits (intelligence) or costs (public suspicion) their local presence may entail. 

Analysts in both the US and Pakistan have also expressed concerns that US Special Forces dispatched to Pakistan for training purposes may become involved in fighting in the tribal and northern areas. Such involvement would be a disastrous expansion of America’s mission and could alter the hard-won, anti-Taliban dynamic of Pakistan’s struggle against militancy. 

As such, the costs of counter-insurgency cooperation could outweigh the short-term benefits. The PCCF as it stands demands long-term planning. The fact is, once the military operation in the northern areas ends, checks have to be established to keep the militants permanently at bay. The army has already announced that it will maintain a presence in Swat for a year. But military might cannot address the endemic problems that foster militancy. In the coming years, how will the government balance the need to keep monitoring Taliban resurgence with the reality that the army will be the only entity trained in counter-insurgency? 

The fact is that militarisation is a dangerous trend. Army presence creates a perception of occupation, which in Pakistan’s ethnically charged milieu could lead to an explosive internal situation — with or without the Taliban. Already, recent events — particularly the reception of IDPs in Sindh and Punjab — have led many Pathans to think that they are second-class citizens in their own country. The ongoing residence of the Punjabi-dominated army in the Frontier can eventually breed local resentment. 

One way for the government to benefit from the PCCF in both the short and long term is to extend counter-insurgency training to the Frontier police force. After all, under normal circumstances, the police are charged with maintaining law and order. If properly trained, local police officials could monitor and manage sporadic militant threats in the wake of this army offensive. 

A crisis can also pave the way for innovative solutions that extend the PCCF beyond the Pakistan Army. Why not train anti-Taliban residents of Fata and Malakand in counter-insurgency tactics? IDP camps are teeming with young people who are eager to return to their home villages and live in peace. Lashkars and community policing groups could also be organised and involved in counter-insurgency training to help counter terrorism in the long run. For as long as the military is the sole antidote to militancy, Pakistan’s future is in peril.
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