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The growing menace of militancy finally brought the parliamentarians and the top army brass together on March 18. The purpose was to evaluate the present national security situation, mull over the solutions and express a resolve to meet the menace.
The in-camera meeting of the Parliamentary Committee on National Security came in the wake of attacks mounted on the security forces of all hues in Khyber Pakhtunkhwa and Balochistan. Both provinces represent area-wise more than half of the country. With the recent attack in Bannu and the hijacking episode of the Jaffar Express in Sibi, the specter of militancy – a low-intensity insurgency turning into a violent uprising – seemed to have been looming large over the western half of Pakistan. In each episode of militancy, the handlers were traced to Afghanistan. It was also claimed that India was supporting those handlers stationed in Afghanistan.
The army top brass wanted the flow of decision coming from the parliament, as any military operation against terrorists would primarily be undertaken in two provinces: Khyber Pakhtunkhwa (KPK) and Balochistan. However, the ramifications of the operation would not spare the rest of the provinces, Punjab and Sindh – though the region of Gilgit-Baltistan also goes restive sometimes.
Apparently, the huddle showed the resolve of adopting a multi-pronged approach (including the military operation) to tackle the menace. However, it is understandable that the military operation would gain the center stage. More funds would be required to conduct such operations. Furthermore, there would be repercussions of the operation to be borne by the country in general. The meeting made it sure that the civilians would take responsibility for the consequences.
An ideal situation could have been to reach a consensus and issue a unified political commitment to combat militancy (or terrorism) with the full might of the state. The consensus could not be reached because the opposition alliance, Tehreek Tahafuz-i-Ayeen Pakistan (TTAP), decided not to attend the gathering owing to not obtaining a nod from the incarcerated ex-premier Imran Khan. Interestingly, the military operations have to be undertaken in the areas represented by the TTAP. Without seeking consent of the opposition, launching a military operation would be a disaster. Nevertheless, the stance of the TTAP is clear: military operations offer no solution to troubles stemming from political discontent.
Apparently, the civil-military huddle decided to adopt a multi-pronged approach. However, the central point is the launching of a military operation not just within the country but also into Afghanistan in hot pursuit. This is a moment of decision. Pakistan has to decide how many military operations it must launch to fight for its existence. The cost of any operation is not just dead bodies or economic loss but the scar of history which is etched on the memory of the locals, especially when they are a tacit supporters of the unrest originating from political discontent.
In the civil-military assembly, a point which was not discussed was that the police were understaffed, under-equipped and undertrained to face any challenge coming from the terrorists, who want to disturb the even tenor of urban life. In the 90s, the Punjab Police suffered a lot at the hands of militant who got trained and equipped in Afghanistan and launched a sectarian warfare in Punjab. The worrying point is that this time again the terrorists have got hold of the latest weapons which was left over in Afghanistan by the departing army of the United States (US) in August 2021.
While Pakistan is busy in mulling over an approach to wrestle with the menace of terrorism, the US has reopened channels of negotiations with the Afghan Taliban ruling over Kabul. The Doha Accord, called the US-Taliban deal, which took place in February 2020, educated the US on two main accounts: first, deal with the Afghan Taliban directly; and second, offer the Afghan Taliban monetary benefits of a deal. This was how the US became able to withdraw its forces in mid-2021. For the US, the deal was negotiated by Zalmay Khalilzad, who was the US Ambassador to Afghanistan (2007-2009), and US’s special representative for Afghanistan (2018-2021). Khalilzad enjoys a favourable reputation in both Afghanistan and the US. He has worked with both Joe Biden and Donald Trump. Presently, he acts as a bridge between two countries, leaving out Pakistan from the equation, thereby meaning that the Kabul government is not obliged to pay heed to Pakistan’s entreaties to rein in the Tehreke Taliban Pakistan (TTP).
This point brings the discussion to the question: Can Pakistan think of approaching Khalilzad to negotiate on Pakistan’s behalf with the Afghan Taliban to restrain the TTP? Apparently, this is an odd question. However, Pakistan has to think out of the box to solve its TTP crisis. Without reminding the Kabul government of its commitment made in the Doha Accord that the Afghan land would not be used for terrorist activities against any neighbouring countries, Pakistan must not rest its case. Someone has to speak to the Kabul government that the Doha Accord stands violated to the detriment of Pakistan. In this talk would also lie a solution, though partially, for the unrest in Balochistan. The Baloch terrorists have also got hold of the left-over weapons of the US forces. The attack on the Jaffar Express is a case in point.
The civil-military huddle perhaps overlooked another point: Pakistan stands isolated in the region. Whereas Pakistan cannot press upon India to stop supporting Baloch militants, Pakistan is finding it extremely difficult to convince the Kabul government of restraining the TTP. The double-whammy is devouring Pakistan’s attention and resources. The earlier Pakistan comes out of it, the better.
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