Worsening ties with Kabul
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THE hope that Foreign Minister Khurshid Kasuri’s visit to Afghanistan would lead to some better understanding between the leadership in the two countries has not been borne out. Conciliation went out of the window as President Hamid Karzai, in a statement immediately after his meeting with Mr Kasuri, talked of the continuation of violence perpetrated by terrorists from across the border as a major obstacle to the realisation of Afghanistan’s desire for better relations with Pakistan. He went on to add that the “patience of the Afghan people was running out”.

A couple of days later, in an emotion-laden speech at a function to observe Human Rights Day, Mr Karzai portrayed himself and his countrymen as helpless pawns who were unable to prevent the “terrorists from coming from Pakistan”. Neither could they prevent “the coalition from bombing the terrorists,” because of which “our children are dying”. According to press reports, Mr Karzai broke down during the 15-minute speech and had to wipe away his tears.

Whether or not his emotions were genuine, Mr Karzai, who has a well-deserved reputation for showmanship, certainly knew that his speech would inflame passions and do further damage to an already damaged Pak-Afghan relationship.

There was no announcement on the dates for the joint jirgas that Presidents Musharraf and Karzai had agreed upon in their meeting with President Bush in September this year. What could be gleaned from the joint statement and from other official pronouncements was that Afghanistan had been given written proposals on the subject, that Afghanistan was expected to send its written proposals shortly and that Pakistan had agreed to set up a mechanism to interact with the commission created in Afghanistan to organise these jirgas.

In the meanwhile, independent think-tanks and usually reliable correspondents are calling into question the efficacy of the “peace deal” that Pakistan has made with the local leaders in North and South Waziristan and which it hopes to replicate in Bajaur.

The International Crisis Group issued on Monday a report according to which the agreements that the government has reached with local leaders in North and South Waziristan have led to an increase in the number of militants in the area and to an increase in the number of cross border attacks by the Taliban and their Pakistani sympathisers. The recommendations that the report makes are of the “if wishes were horses beggars would ride” variety, suggesting for example that the writ of the state be re-established in Fata by “disarming militants, shutting down terrorist training camps and ending the flow of money and weapons to and recruitment and training by Taliban and other foreign or local militants on Pakistani territory” and by “prosecuting those responsible for killing civilians and government officials”.

This recommendation is made even while asserting earlier in the report that “The military operations Pakistan has launched since 2004 in South and North Waziristan agencies to deny Al Qaeda and the Taliban safe haven and curb cross-border militancy have failed...” It attributes this failure to an approach alternating between excessive force and appeasement, even while acknowledging that appeasement was tried when excessive military losses were suffered.

Nevertheless, the report is right in proposing that the restrictions imposed on the activities of political parties in Fata should be removed. This, for the simple reason that in their absence the only politically influential people in the area will be the Taliban, the mullahs and the religious parties and they cannot be countered by administrators alone.

Carlotta Gall of the The New York Times has written a piece ‘Taliban and allies tighten grip in north of Pakistan’ and which starts with the bald assertion that “Islamic militants are using a recent peace deal with the government to consolidate their hold in northern Pakistan, vastly expanding their training of suicide bombers and other recruits and fortifying alliances with Al Qaeda and foreign fighters, diplomats and intelligence officials from several nations say.”

She cites Pakistani intelligence officers as the source for the information that “the number of foreign fighters in the tribal areas was far higher than the official estimate of 500, perhaps as high as 2,000 today. These fighters include Afghans and seasoned Taliban leaders, Uzbek and other Central Asian militants, and what intelligence officials estimate to be 80 to 90 Arab terrorist operatives and fugitives, possibly including Al Qaeda leaders Osama bin Laden and his second in command, Ayman Al-Zawahiri.” She quotes Nato officials as saying that “since the September accord, cross-border attacks by Pakistani and Afghan Taliban and their foreign allies have increased”.

Generally her report which seems to be based on extensive interviews presents a grim picture not only of the impact this “creeping Talibanisation” — Musharraf’s words — of the tribal areas is having on Afghanistan but even more ominously from Pakistan’s perspective on Pakistan itself. Can we dismiss Ms Gall’s account as fanciful or unduly alarmist?

The passage of the women’s protection bill has been hailed as a victory, albeit partial for “moderate” forces in Pakistan. I agree. It is also apparent that the religious parties have reneged on their pledge to resign from the assemblies because they had no stomach for bucking the government since they would have little chance of winning bye-elections if they had no official sponsorship. But this is not the whole story. They also want to remain in office because by doing so they can influence, perhaps decisively, the course of events in Fata and can continue to provide assistance to forces that are opposed to moderation and provide their principal base of support.

Monday’s newspapers carried pictures of the MMA-organised demonstration against the women’s protection law in Karachi. One could clearly see that the participants were Afghan refugees or Pushtuns from the tribal areas who form the majority of the students in the madressahs that have mushroomed in Pakistan’s largest and now most dangerous city. If there is Talibanisation in the tribal areas it is being accompanied by Talibanisation in what used to be Pakistan’s most moderate and cosmopolitan city.

Is there recognition of this danger? Official statements suggest that there is. But is enough being done to tackle it? What can be done?

There is no doubt that the Waziristan agreement has led to increased Taliban influence. This was to be expected. The point is how soon can we make our countervailing strategy produce results that will attenuate and eventually eliminate this influence? It has now been more than three months since the North Waziristan accord was signed. There is no sign yet that as a result of it some employment-generating projects have been started in the region. There is no sign that the authority of the tribal elders has been restored — although it may be regarded as a hopeful sign that some 500 maliks did assemble at the government’s bidding in Miramshah and, reportedly, showed a willingness to engage. Pakistan must act much more quickly to bring development to the area and to provide the maliks with equal or greater financial and political clout than what the Taliban and foreign militants currently have in the area.

The Talibanisation problem is one that would ideally be more easily resolved if there was cross-border cooperation but there appears to be little chance of getting such cooperation because the Afghans are suspicious and also because their internal dynamics seem to take them in another direction which the Nato forces will be able to change only if they are convinced of our sincerity.

The jirga issue is illustrative. I do not know what is contained in the written proposals the government has submitted to the Afghans but I do know that no national or single jirga will tackle the problem. Rather, it has to be a series of jirgas that bring together the Afghan and Pakistani parts of the same tribes or tribes living in the same area and having the same interest in bringing peace to that particular area.

The government representatives who attend these jirgas, be they the two presidents or some lesser lights, must be able to make promises of financial and other assistance that they can keep. There must also be the realisation on both sides that there will be setbacks. Neither the Taliban in the area nor their backers can be expected to sit back and accept the gradual or rapid erosion of their standing and the defeat of their cause. There must also be patience. This is something that will take time. The anxiety for quick results must be curbed. What has taken decades to build up will take at least years to dismantle.

It is unfortunate that the current thinking in Afghanistan does not seem to accept this. Failing agreement with Afghanistan, we should proceed with holding these jirgas on our own side and allow Waziristan-like agreements to emerge in all the tribal agencies.

We must also now be clearer about our refugee policy. We have played host for long enough. With or without international cooperation all Afghan refugees must be removed from our soil and as a first step they must be moved out of cities like Karachi, Quetta, Peshawar and Lahore into guarded camps.

The second step is to devote all possible financial and technical resources to economic development in the tribal areas. Their limited absorptive capacity will pose problems. But notwithstanding the constraints this must be made a priority.

The third step is to recognise that money as much as misguided fanatic belief is fuelling Taliban recruitment. The cooperation of governments in the Gulf must be sought to stem the flow of zakat and other funds from philanthropists to the Taliban and their sympathisers. Those who aid and abet the clandestine transfer of funds or otherwise assist the Taliban must be identified and eliminated from the bureaucracy.

Pakistan must increase intelligence activity to locate and eliminate foreign militants (be they 500 or 2,000 in number) who continue to be in the tribal areas. But in doing so, it must guard against the sort of false information that could lead to actions that affect innocent civilians and alienate the locals.

Lastly, while ties with Afghanistan are deep and abiding, there is a need at this time to insulate ourselves from Afghanistan limiting people to people intercourse to the minimum. If this means accepting a limited Pak-Afghan relationship for some time so be it. If this means that other countries will become more influential in Afghanistan so be it.
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