Holding the consensus against militancy —Syed Talat Hussain
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All nations at war need leaders who rise above and outdo themselves in countering sceptical sentiments. Here in Pakistan, we have a strange situation. The leadership is engaged in a bitter struggle for political survival

The recent wave of urban terrorism has got many thinking whether the war against terrorists in the tribal agencies as well as in Malakand should have been fought at all. This reaction, though disturbing, is natural. After all, one of the stated aims of going after the international jihadi brigade was that their defeat would restore stability and security to the country. But since almost each day of the last many months has offered nothing but a dance of death and destruction right at the citizens’ doorsteps, doubts are creeping in about the wisdom of military operations which now span all the seven tribal agencies and most of the frontier regions. 

These doubts must be firmly addressed. This is necessary because one, they can waste a remarkable military effort to break the back of organised militancy, and, two, they can shake and break national consensus on tackling terrorists who have so far killed 15,000 innocent Pakistanis. A clutch of factors would be crucial in determining the success of the attempt to nip these doubts in the bud. One is clear articulation of the end-state of the ongoing military operations; two, effective and visible follow-up action in areas that have been cleared of organised militancy; and three, refocusing on this issue federal government’s attention that has been badly hit by vicious politics.

Taking the first factor first, by any standard of military planning, the operations against militant sanctuaries have been meticulous and successful. Anyone even remotely familiar with the topography of this battle-space would understand military commanders’ nightmare of fighting a well-entrenched adversary with a thousand disguises. Add to this the fact this is Pakistan’s own territory, and the challenge of fighting and winning here becomes an ordeal. Yet, these operations have so far been fairly pointed and spot-on. Life is sputtering back to its normal rhythm in Swat, and the flag of the Islamic Emirate of Waziristan is now flying half-mast. 

But these operations have acquired an air of permanence. They are also expanding or ongoing. Malakand still requires continues vigil and the troops are forever engaged in snap operations. Alongside Khyber and Darra areas, Orakzai attacks are also going on. Kurrum agency too has come on the map. Bajaur, Mohmand and South Waziristan are at different levels of stability, but none hundred percent secure. There have been some search operations in North Waziristan as well, which were not reported but where the military forces were involved in hot pursuit of Hakeemullah Mehsood. As it is, this is a lot of area to cover. And now urban terrorism requires greater attention of the armed forces to secure key installations. 

This itself is a strong argument in favour of a final closure of these operations. This does not mean announcement of a deadline when big and small military operations would cease. What it means is a description of an end-state when these operations and overt military presence would be scaled back to negligible levels. So far, the end-state is unclear. There is too much reliance on the ambiguous terms like “defeat of the militants”, and “establishment of the writ of the state”. Does defeat mean killing all the Taliban? Or does it mean capturing all of their top leaders? If it means both, then defeat of the militants is a long way off. They cannot all be killed, and so far, their top guns have evaded arrest. Even the burly Mulla Fazlullah, who cannot be swift on his feet, has hopped out of grasp.

It will help if an outline is available of how long these operations would continue and where do these leave off for other instruments of control and enforcement of government writ come into effect. This would address growing concerns that use of military force as an option to deal with the militants is incurring unacceptable levels of costs. Moreover, this would also cap the cost that the army is paying in terms of human lives: since 2001, over 2,000 martyred and over 5,000 injured. This is more than all the casualties the 43-nation force in Afghanistan has suffered. Also, once an end-state of these operations is identified, doubters, who at present are critiquing the operations because they see them as endless and ongoing, would hold back destructive fire.

But not all the criticism would disappear if the areas that have been cleared of the militants continue to remain a picture of hopelessness and despair. The success of Bajaur operations is soiled by poor follow-up on rehabilitation and reconstruction work. The economy of that area lies in tatters and rags. Thousands still are in makeshift shelters. The dreamland the post-operations effort was supposed to create for them is nowhere in sight. No wonder, there is a silent resurgence of the militants even in areas that they had vacated. 

Swat is different, and the picture of reconstruction is not all that depressing. Yet, going by the promises made, the pace of reconstruction and rehabilitation is painfully slow. At any rate, follow-up (or the ‘build phase’ in the ‘clear, hold and build’ strategy) is not always about how many buildings get their doors and roofs back. It is about creating a functioning state system. This is nowhere to be found. Nearly 5,000 prisoners are languishing in jails awaiting trial from courts that are not even ready yet. Jails are choking with captured militants. Some of them have found their incarceration an effective cover for preaching and reorganising themselves. We should not be surprised if jails become ideological gangsters’ new paradise.

Success stories of development that can be showcased to the nation should establish the credibility and the success of these military operations that are being openly questioned now.

And finally, the success stories, whether of military operations or of follow-up to these operations, in areas cleared of the militant influence would fall by the wayside if the federal government does not come out of its state of siege. All nations at war need leaders who rise above and outdo themselves in countering sceptical sentiments. Here in Pakistan, we have a strange situation. As soldiers and civilians get blown away in mortal combat or in heinous terrorism, the leadership is engaged in a bitter struggle for political survival. This insecurity at the top combined with rising urban terrorism is what has begun to slice away at the national consensus on how to deal with militants in Pakistan. 

