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I RECENTLY attended an exhibition titled ‘Gaming in Waziristan’ at London’s Beaconsfield Art Gallery. The show included a slide projection of photographs by journalist Noor Behram, who has been documenting the civilian toll of drone attacks in the tribal areas, particularly North Waziristan, since 2007.
Behram’s photographs highlighted the ‘messy bits’ left behind after a drone strike — children’s shoes and shreds of women’s clothing. Some images were more graphic, showing close-ups of the injured and killed.

When I first visited the exhibition, I was a tad underwhelmed. The journalist in me wanted more context: when was the picture taken? At which location? How many people were killed in the documented strike? Meanwhile, the art lover in me felt that the images didn’t come together to tell a coherent story — many depicted young children holding up shrapnel and other debris, as if pleased or amused by what they had found.

As Pakistan and the US enter the latest round of sparring about the presence of militants in North Waziristan, I find myself recalling Behram’s work, and appreciating it more than I did at first sight. Clearly, the basic goal of his work is to document what routinely goes undocumented; to bear witness to what remains largely unseen, but is nonetheless much discussed; and to offer evidence where speculation has till now sufficed. In other words, Behram’s work aims to highlight the lack of
information that anyone has about what is actually happening in North Waziristan, and the tribal areas as a whole.

Despite this lack of information, North Waziristan is currently a major sticking point in the US-Pakistan relationship. Much of the so-called allies’ strategic diversion stems from their opinions on how best to handle militant presence in the tribal agency.

What Behram’s work indirectly emphasises is that those opinions are based on, to use Donald Rumsfeld’s infamous coinage, unknown unknowns.

The US insists that militant safe havens in North Waziristan are the Achilles heel of their military strategy in Afghanistan. As long as Taliban fighters and members of the Haqqani network can retreat across the border into Pakistan, there will be no sufficient degrading of militant ranks. Pakistan, on the other hand, sees North Waziristan as a convenient holding pen for a variety of militants who — once a political solution to the conflict in Afghanistan has been negotiated — will return to their
various haunts within Afghanistan and subsequently thank Pakistan for its hospitality by ensuring that the government in Kabul does not forge anti-Pakistan policies.

Whether the Haqqani network and other North Waziristan-based militants are the final snag in the US’s military strategy in Afghanistan is unclear. Last week, in a feat of rhetorical role reversal, Prime Minister Yousuf Raza Gilani called on the US to ‘do more’ to eradicate militant zones on the Afghan side of the Durand Line. Following last week’s siege of the US embassy in Kabul, which has been blamed on members of the Haqqani network, his comments, and other statements issued by Pakistani government officials, seemed to imply that the Haqqani network would be less primed for incursions into Afghanistan if the Isaf forces had better control over Afghan territory. By this logic, the Haqqani network becomes one part of a larger problem, rather than the main problem itself.

On the flipside, it also remains to be seen whether the Haqqanis will remain loyal to Pakistan. There have been reports about the Haqqanis occasionally building loose alliances with the TTP. Moreover, a major reason the Pakistan Army does not launch an operation in North Waziristan is for fear of nationwide retaliatory attacks. An understanding this tenuous is not guaranteed to hold.

These are not the only points of US-Pakistan conflict regarding North Waziristan. Since last week’s embassy attack, US officials have insinuated that there are linkages between the ISI and the Haqqani network. The ISI, for its part, insists that it long ago severed all ties with the group.

Then there’s the matter of the drone attacks. Pakistanis (officially) say the drone attacks are counterproductive, killing too many civilians and therefore spurring militant recruitment. But the US believes the drones are working by targeting commanders and forcing other militants to watch their backs instead of planning new attacks. The fact that the actual targets and efficacy of the drone attacks remain equivocal was brought into sharp focus again last week when Pakistan and the US disagreed as to whether a drone strike had killed Abu Hafs al Shahri, a senior Al Qaeda figure.

There is also confusion about who still resides in North Waziristan. Some analysts say the frequent drone attacks have caused all notable militants to flee the agency. Others counter that Pakistan Army operations in surrounding tribal agencies and Isaf operations across the border in Afghanistan have had a ‘corralling’ effect, whereby all militants have been forced into North Waziristan.

As the disagreements mount, the media remains shut out, unable to independently verify these competing claims. The killing of dozens of informers through 2009 and 2010 also means that North Waziristan is an intelligence black hole. On what basis, then, are the US and Pakistan sparring?

Behram’s photography reiterated the need for more information about militancy in North Waziristan on which sound strategic decisions by both the US and Pakistan can be founded. Rather than disengage, Washington and Islamabad should brainstorm transparent ways in which to launch joint intelligence-gathering operations in the agency to enable mutually acceptable policymaking. The two governments should also seek to protect tribal journalists who could determine the validity of contradictory claims. Without clarity, the strategic convergence needed for the two countries to jointly move forward will remain impossible.
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