A split within the ranks
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FAZAL Saeed Haqqani, a member of the central Shura of the Tehrik-i-Taliban Pakistan (TTP) and its ‘commander’ for Kurram agency, recently announced his disassociation from the organisation and formed his own splinter group, the Tehrik-i-Taliban Islami Pakistan. 
There is little doubt that this will serve as a significant blow to the proscribed TTP. With the launch of a military offensive in the central tehsil of Kurram agency, this also constitutes an opportunity for the security establishment.

Another equally important development is the assassination of Shakirullah Shakir, the head of the suicide bombing squad.

Shakir had been tipped as a replacement for the dreaded Qari Hussain who was given the title of ‘Ustad-i-Fidaeen’ and later killed in a drone attack.

Like militant commanders Hafiz Gul Bahadur and Maulvi Nazir, Fazal Saeed is believed to be a close confidant of Sirajuddin Haqqani — leader of the Haqqani network fighting against US and Afghan forces in Afghanistan. Saeed studied in the Maulana Samiul Haq-administered Madrassa Haqqani in Akora Khattak, Nowshera. He was also a trusted lieutenant of the TTP founder Baitullah Mehsud, who appointed him as the commander of the organisation’s Kurram chapter.

The reason that led to Fazal Saeed’s disassociation can also be said to have dented the TTP. The 39-year-old commander said that “suicide bombings in mosques, seminaries, worship places and the killing of innocent people is un-Islamic.”

Conservative estimates authenticated by local people suggest that Saeed is in direct command of some 300-400 hardcore militants in Kurram agency. Differences between TTP leader Hakimullah Mehsud and Saeed surfaced when, without taking Hakimullah into confidence, Saeed not only supported a recent truce between warring Shias and Sunnis in the region but also announced that the truce would be protected. Despite public assurances issued by Saeed, the TTP sabotaged the truce by killing 13 Shia passengers and kidnapping some 35 others from lower Kurram on the Thall-Parachinar road.

In a way, this TTP break-up has strengthened the group of tribal militants who oppose attacks on the Pakistani security forces and civilian targets. Tribal commanders Hafiz Gul Bahadur in North Waziristan and Maulvi Nazir in Wana are considered ‘pro-government’ militants and oppose direct confrontation with the state. Gul Bahadur and Nazir have to an extent succeeded in keeping their respective areas relatively safe from TTP activities. Saeed, who is also accused by the TTP of betrayal and selling his loyalties to the government, is also likely to do his best to follow suit. He will try to keep the TTP away from lower Kurram and avoid direct confrontation with the government. The timing is crucial. Fazal Saeed’s decision came just as the government was readying for the launch of a military operation against the TTP in its stronghold, central Kurram.

Central Kurram serves as a conduit for militants from South and North Waziristan and those of Upper Orakzai and Tirah valley.

The taking out of this important line of communications is crucial for any final showdown against militants in either North Waziristan agency or Tirah valley. The TTP is already under tremendous pressure in North Waziristan due to an impending military operation and the Gul Bahadur group. Additionally, the continuing military operation in the Mehsud territory of South Waziristan has kept militants engaged in upper Orakzai and Tirah valley for over a year.

Into this mix comes Fazal Saeed. If judiciously used, he would be ready to play the role of late Qari Zainuddin Mehsud, perhaps even more so since as unlike Qari Zain, Saeed enjoys the support of hundreds of militant fighters. When Qari Zain parted ways with Baitullah Mehsud in South Waziristan, through his active support the government not only managed to secure the Jandola-Dera Ismail Khan road from militants’ control, but also killed hundreds of TTP men in D.I. Khan, Tank, Peshawar and Karachi.

Stationed in lower Kurram, the Fazal Saeed group can make the government’s job in Kurram much easier. Saeed already knew that he has limited options: he has to fight the TTP or he will be killed, as announced by TTP spokesman Ihsanullah Ihsan.

Saeed’s best available option is to extend support to the government against a common enemy. Such a move would also win him the support of people such as Gul Bahadur and Maulvi Nazir.

Facing major displacement, the local population in lower Kurram will also struggle for a situation where their area is cleared of anti-government militants with as brief a military operation as possible. Consequently, Fazal Saeed is their only hope. Saeed also understands the emerging situation and has hinted at ensuring safe passage for Shias from central and upper Kurram on the Thall-Parachinar road with the easy-to-accept condition of returning and compensating Sunnis displaced during sectarian
clashes.

Moreover, experts believe that the current strength of the TTP is not what it was when headed by its slain commander Baitullah Mehsud. Since the latter’s assassination in a drone strike, the organisation has gradually declined in strength and unity. Its current head Hakimullah Mehsud does not enjoy status in the eyes of senior TTP members and is considered an immature, trigger-happy commander. He has lost much of his control over local commanders and sub-militant organisations, almost all of whom operate independently.

Two powerful groups, the ‘Darra group’ led by Tariq Afridi and the ‘Mohmand group’ led by Omar Khalid (Abdul Wali), are operating completely independent of Hakimullah’s command. A very awkward situation emerged for the TTP recently when its chief spokesman Ihsanullah Ihsan denied the organisation’s involvement in a suicide bombing in Peshawar’s Khyber supermarket, in which some 42 people were killed. He said that the TTP is against the targeting of civilians. Soon after this denial, however, the spokesman of the TTP Darra Adamkhel chapter accepted responsibility for the attack, saying that they had targeted people of the Ansar-ul-Islam group.

Internally, there is a huge distrust between the senior leadership of the TTP, particularly Hakimullah Mehsud and second-in-command Wali Rehman. Informed people say that Hakimullah and Wali Rehman have barely met in months, and if they do it is in the presence of a third party which ensures that neither is carrying any firearms.

The government needs to show some seriousness in the judicious exploitation of the increasingly splintering state of affairs vis a vis the TTP and in the tribal areas. It needs to finish the job as soon as possible. Now, the opportunity to do this has arisen.
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