Hot pursuit’ chorus


The chorus of American voices calling for action against militants in Pakistan continues to grow. In separate interviews with the Houston Chronicle, three US Congressmen have revealed that American commandos are poised to stage ‘hot pursuit’ raids inside Fata to “stem mounting Taliban attacks against US troops in Afghanistan and to disrupt resurgent Al Qaeda operatives’ efforts to map strikes against the US homeland.” The New York Times, meanwhile, has reported that foreign fighters are converging on Pakistan’s tribal areas to join with militants already there. Alarmingly, the Times noted: “The flow may reflect a change that is making Pakistan, not Iraq, the preferred destination for some Sunni extremists from the Middle East, North Africa and Central Asia who are seeking to take up arms against the West.” This has come on the back of the news that the US aircraft carrier, Abraham Lincoln, has moved from the Persian Gulf to the Arabian Sea to support US operations inside Afghanistan, where the number of attacks are up in the east of the country by forty per cent from a year ago. Clearly the mounting violence in Afghanistan is ratcheting up the pressure on the Bush administration, which has just six months left in office. Tough choices lie ahead for the US, Afghanistan and Pakistan in the next few months. Speaking to the media in Kuala Lumpur, Prime Minister Syed Yousuf Raza Gilani emphasised that “peace and stability in Afghanistan is in the interest of Pakistan which shares a long porous border,” with Afghanistan.

The question is how to bring that peace and stability to Afghanistan and Pakistan’s tribal areas. There is little doubt that unilateral American action inside Pakistan will inflame the Pakistani street and trigger a wave of retaliatory attacks by militants in Pakistani cities. The Pakistan government’s new recipe for dealing with the militancy is to pursue an agenda of peace talks and economic development backed up by the use of force against recalcitrant militants. While the talks may lead to a reduction in violence inside Pakistan, it is highly unlikely that the militants will abide by any agreement, if ever reached, to cease and desist from launching attacks against the Afghan and US-led International Security Assistance Force inside Afghanistan.

Two things must happen for a disaster to be averted. First, the US must cool the talk of military action inside Pakistan. Second, Islamabad must act more firmly against the militants, especially the Taliban redoubts inside Fata. A disingenuous debate on whether Pakistan is fighting an American war or our war has clouded the fact that no state can tolerate militants who obey no authority other than their own on its soil. The only people who ought to be welcomed from the Middle East, North Africa and Central Asia in Pakistan are tourists, businessmen and academics, not militants out to remake the regional order to their own liking.

