Militancy in south Punjab 
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WHEN foreign correspondents working in Pakistan first identified southern Punjab as a breeding ground for the Punjabi Taliban some time ago, the revelation led to inevitable comparisons between the next possible venue of war and the front where the fight against terror was currently going on. 

It was not difficult to confirm the presence of faith-based, militant organisations in southern Punjab. The picture was completed with a mention of the ‘relatively greater’ lack of development and greater disparity between local people that southern Punjab suffered from as compared to the rest of the country. This, we were told, made it a fertile terrain for militancy. 

If the analysis was standard, the same old remedy was proposed, with the same old proviso: was Pakistan ready to deal with the long-nurtured elements who now posed the country a grave challenge? This was in essence what the news stories sought to find out. The question had earlier been raised during the war on terror on either side of the Durand Line. Months down the road, we are still waiting for a decisive answer. 

The federal interior minister, Rehman Malik, insists that militants who may be running franchises under the Taliban brand name are concentrated in southern Punjab. He has identified the officially banned Sipah-i-Sahaba and its various splinter groups as a clear threat. 

The Punjab government vociferously rejects Mr Malik’s statements. The Punjab police says the federal minister’s figures about the presence of militants in southern Punjab are exaggerated. Senior policemen point out that few of the people who have been caught for involvement in terrorist activities belonged to southern Punjab districts. Some of these officers do, however, concede that a nexus exists between Taliban operatives and a number of jihadi groups in the south, many of whom have had links with either the Kashmir jihad or are rabidly sectarian in their outlook. 

Independent reports paint a somewhat different picture. The old sectarian and jihadi groups have a strong base in southern Punjab and are suspected of having provided some of the human bombs to the Taliban-Al Qaeda conglomerate. They have the ideology and, given their violent past, they have the expertise. Worst case scenarios say they do have the potential to challenge the writ of the state. In recent times, some of these rabid groups have been busy occupying mosques belonging to other sects in southern Punjab. They were also suspected to be behind recent attacks in the province and elsewhere. 

Last year’s anti-Christian violence in Gojra, the targeting of Ahmadis in Lahore in May and the bomb attack at Data Darbar in July are taken as signs that the old jihadi-sectarian combine is seeking to significantly assert itself. 

The attack on Data’s shrine prompted Barelvi-Sunni leaders to call for a crackdown on militant organisations and this time southern Punjab was mentioned as a possible haven for terrorists by a group claiming sectarian majority in the province. The group, which had reacted in a relatively subdued manner to the killing of the Jamia Naeemia chief in Lahore last year, has been on the streets protesting since the Data sahib suicide blast. 

If the Barelvis have forced the Punjab government to take any steps against militants in or outside southern Punjab, these steps remain largely unpublicised. The government has in the meantime been flaunting a more general answer to pacify southern Punjab. This response is based on the age-old universal ideals of overcoming a problem with a lot of development and a tightening of administrative control. 

Short of being declared a separate province, southern Punjab districts have in fiscal documents been recognised as an entity worthy of a special development package. Such development packages, the theory goes, will among other things also help in curbing tendencies that can lead to militancy. 

The provincial government earmarked some 50-odd billion rupees under a package for the southern districts. But so great is the alienation in some circles in southern Punjab that the package has been dubbed a sop without substance. What’s more, the government has been accused of favouring certain southern Punjab areas. If that be a sign of relief for Lahore, the focus of some of the ire in recent times has shifted to the city of Multan which is getting “roads, bridges and universities” as its poorer neighbours that have been identified as the ideal nurseries for terrorism look on angrily. 

The official handling of the recent floods in Dera Ghazi Khan, Rajanpur and Layyah, etc is again being presented as an example of how difficult it is for the government to feel and provide for the needs of a region that is getting angrier with time. The cynical responses to the two instances related here are illustrative of the depth of the mistrust of the government, of how every time the people who are the most deserving of development feel left out, and how in this case it assumes the form of regional bias. There is a region-based trust deficit that can in turn bring all development and administrative initiatives into suspicion. 

Be it a flood or a proposed drive against militancy, the southerners have been reacting to situations with a scepticism that has over time become the hallmark of their relationship with authority. The distance can only be overcome by real devolution that goes beyond the idea of a smaller province right down to an autonomous town government. This shall also lead to effective monitoring and control of crime apart from facilitating other administrative working — that is, if our national interests allow it. 

Controlling the militants through administrative writ is not easy, especially since denial is quite often used as the simplest method of protection. After months of resisting what has been referred to as the designs of the evil media, the police department has willy-nilly made a list of madressahs which need to be watched closely out of thousands of seminaries in southern Punjab districts. The list has on it some 26 madressahs operating in southern Punjab districts such as Rahimyar Khan, Bahawalpur, Dera Ghazi Khan and Multan. 

The exercise started with curious media men wanting to find out if the Pakistani establishment was prepared to hit the jihadis-turned-renegades indiscriminately and wherever they may be concentrated. It is where the situation still stands, at least vis-à-vis southern Punjab. The police force lacks the authority to act on its own if it sees something suspicious. Monitoring is the right word for the police’s working since all it can do is to report any suspicious activity to the politicians. The politicians are in power but again not empowered to move on such tip-offs. If you want to follow news on your mobile, click on http://dawn.com/mobile/ and download Pakistan's first mobile news application.
