Pak-Afghan border: the hammer-and-anvil operation — Dr Qaisar Rashid
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Like drone strikes, Pakistan is averse to the footprints of the US soldiers on its soil and considers those acts as violations of its sovereignty

In the post-2014 scenario in Afghanistan, how to minimise the chances for the Taliban to oust the Kabul regime is the question about which the US and NATO forces must be ruminating. The answer to the question lies in two strategies: how to make the Taliban participate in the forthcoming elections and how to weaken the Taliban to make them a compromised entity in Afghanistan. A lot of effort has been made on both counts; however, a little is still left to be undertaken.

The year 2014 is also a year of parliamentary elections in Afghanistan. If the Taliban are disinclined to participate in the elections, the fear of the Taliban ousting the Kabul government in the post-2014 phase will loom large on the horizon. Secondly, if the Taliban disrupt the elections, the departure date of the US-NATO forces will be deferred. Hence, the weakening of the Taliban before the year 2014 is essential. 

One of the problems is that the Taliban are a dispersed body. However, they have some concentrated areas such as along the Pak-Afghan border. The help of Pakistan may be required in two ways: first, to persuade the Taliban to participate in the next elections and, secondly, to banish the Taliban from the safe havens in Pakistan, especially from North Waziristan.

The Pakistani military has expressed its displeasure over the attacks launched on it by the Taliban belonging to the Tehreek-e-Taliban Pakistan (TTP) from across the Pak-Afghan border. Apparently, it is the over-performance of the TTP that provokes Pakistan to rethink its strategy towards North Waziristan. Pakistan is also of the view that the Haqqani network is complicit in the activities of the TTP against the Pakistani military deployed in Swat and South Waziristan, besides allowing the TTP to launch suicide attacks against civilians in mainland Pakistan.

The Abbottabad operation in 2011 aired a loud message. The US considers that Pakistan shirks its responsibilities in the ongoing war on terror and that Pakistan is interested in US dollars only. This thinking portends bad for Pakistan as it has relegated Pakistan from the position of an ally to a paid servant. The thinking also foreshadows that the US is determined to dismantle the Haqqani network. Nevertheless, if Pakistan is willing to do it on its own, it will be a welcome move.

Pakistan seems ready to strike at the hiding dens of the TTP in North Waziristan. The question is whether this operation will be launched unilaterally or bilaterally. The perceived hammer-and-anvil operation is a bilateral operation to finish the unfulfilled agenda of the Af-Pak policy of the US announced in March 2009.

Pakistan is still shy of the word ‘joint operation’ against the Taliban in North Waziristan. One reason may be that Pakistan intends to launch a unilateral and selective operation against its part of the bad Taliban, that is, those belonging to the TTP, but saving its strategic asset, the Taliban affiliated with the Haqqani network or Pakistan’s good Taliban. Another reason may be that Pakistan is trying to dissipate the impression that it is working in proximity to the US-NATO forces against the Taliban, as Pakistan does not want to affront its Pashtun population.

On the other hand, it seems a compulsion of the US-NATO forces to strike against the bad Taliban, the Haqqani network located in North Waziristan, before the year 2014. The first reason is to deprive the (Afghan) Taliban of its human (militant) resource base and the second reason is to allay the fears of the Kabul regime of a perpetual threat of a fresh wave of the Taliban coming from the Pak-Afghan border, especially after 2014.

The message from the Abbottabad operation is also that the US has lost faith in Pakistan and that the former pays no more respect to the sentiments of the latter. The attack on the Salala check post and then the policy of no apology were manifestations of that ominous trend. However, there are two weak points of the US-NATO forces that compel them to compromise with Pakistan: first, the NATO supply line at a cheap rate passes through Pakistan; second, after 2014, Pakistan has the ability to meddle in the internal matters of Afghanistan. The US-NATO forces are trying to adopt policies that could continue an uninterrupted NATO supply line but undermine Pakistan’s ability to interfere in the smooth functioning of the Kabul regime, especially after 2014.

If Pakistan is annoyed at the Haqqani network, it is big news for the US who considers the TTP primarily a headache of Pakistan to deal with. For the US, the target is the Haqqani network not because it is a ‘veritable arm of the ISI’ but because it sides with al Qaeda, the enemy number one of the US. The way drone strikes are picking off al Qaeda members from the Waziristan area reinforces that point of view.

Undoubtedly, Pakistan may launch a unilateral operation against the TTP at a timing of its own choice but that may not serve the purpose of the US forces that are determined to disturb and dismantle the Haqqani network. It is expected that a modified version of the hammer-and-anvil operation may be launched soon this year. It is also obvious that the operation will be a joint one: Pakistan acting unilaterally from its side and the US forces acting unilaterally from the other side of the Pak-Afghan border. 

Like drone strikes, Pakistan is averse to the footprints of the US soldiers on its soil and considers those acts as violations of its sovereignty. Nevertheless, given the level of mistrust that has grown between Pakistan and the US, drone strikes and the direct military engagement of the US forces (both air and land) with the Haqqani network — under one pretext or another — cannot be ruled out.
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