Tribesmen on their own 
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OVER 2,500 villagers are up in arms against 200 dreaded Taliban militants in the inaccessible mountain terrain of Dhog Dara, 25 kilometres northwest of Dir in Upper Dir. 

Local tribesmen have encircled the Taliban militants for the last fortnight or so, and are locked in fierce fighting to which there appears to be no end in sight — unless the state steps in to overpower or flush out the militants. 

The confrontation started on June 5 when a suicide bomber struck a mosque in Hayagai Sharqi in Upper Dir killing over 40 tribesmen. After attending the burial rites, more than 700 enraged locals from Hayagai Sharqi and the nearby villages marched on the thickly forested Dhog Dara valley — where there is a cluster of 25 villages — to settle scores with the Taliban. Initially 13 Taliban were killed, including two commanders, and the homes of their supporters demolished. Hemmed in, the Taliban found themselves restricted to the strategic hilltop in Ghazigai village at the western edge of Dhog Dara. Since then, they have been corralled by a swelling lashkar, composed of people from most of the villages of Dhog Dara. 

However, the drop scene is yet to take place. The tribesmen fear that the fortified bunkers equipped with arms, ammunition and food will give the militants the edge allowing them to drag on the battle and test the nerve of the tribesmen. 

Strategically, Dhog Dara links Taliban hideouts, through its snowy mountains, with Swat in the southeast, Chitral in the north and far beyond into Afghanistan in the northwest. The militants cannot ignore such an important location. 

The local people say that the Afghan Taliban arrived in the valley three years ago and were later joined by their comrades from Mardan and Swat. They lived mostly in isolation; however, soon they were offering hefty amounts as rent for shabby mud houses and offering support to locals against their rivals. The absence of the government’s writ gave the Taliban a free hand in entrenching themselves. 

In 2007, the Taliban began to make their agenda clear by launching an FM radio station in Dhog Dara to preach jihad to the local community. They won the support of five villages. But, according to Abul Kalam, a resident in the area, people became aware of the real face of the militants when a journalist-cum-NGO worker, Akhtar Kohistani, escaped from the militants, who had abducted him for ransom, in January 2009 and sought the tribesmen’s help. 

The people of Shringal village cut off the main supply route to adjoining Dhog Dara and asked the villagers to evict the Taliban. This led to a confrontation amongst the villagers with the Taliban playing on their differences. Fortunately, a temporary solution came in the form of a lashkar from adjoining villages that outnumbered the Taliban. According to Kalam, “Many Taliban left for Afghanistan. Some stayed back and destroyed the mosque in a suicide attack to tame the villagers into submission.” 

The confrontation had simmered for months while the civil administration in Dir and the political leadership in Peshawar and Islamabad looked the other way. Although the district coordination officer of Upper Dir claims that contacts were made with the local tribesmen for handling the Taliban problem, the tribesmen say that official help in the form of arms was too little and too late in coming. 

Three days after the mosque blast, helicopter gunships targeted Taliban hideouts in Ghazigai 

village. The lashkar members, entrenched in the surrounding mountains, kept on calling their Islamabad-based MNA to request the military not to shell the surrounding villages and target only the Taliban bunkers. But apparently, their call was not heeded and over 500 families were forced to leave. As a tribal elder pointed out, before shifting his family to safety, “The more people get displaced, the more the militants will be strengthened.” 

This saga is indicative of the fact that an indifferent official response only bolsters rogue elements. After the US invasion of Afghanistan, it took militants almost seven years to establish their network in Pakistan’s northwest. Almost every militant commander launched his own FM radio station in order to carve out his terror fiefdom. However, such developments went unnoticed by the powers that be. 

It is not a good idea to be convinced by ISPR images of destroyed tunnels and militants’ bunkers in the Peuchar valley and other areas. It took almost a decade for the militants to build their infrastructure under the very nose of the state, and it will take the state a similar number of years to eradicate this. This can be attributed both to the massive intelligence failure on the part of the state as well as the superior managerial skills of the Taliban leadership, who supervised their terror industry from unfriendly locations in faraway Waziristan and Afghanistan. 

In fact, it was much before Mullah Fazlullah made his mark that the ragtag militants organised their terror network in early 2003 in Swat. They hired a piece of land from a respectable family in the remote but strategic Gutpeuchar valley bordering Lower Dir. At that time, it was not too difficult to run training camps in the remoteness of the mountains as many such camps had enjoyed state patronage in the past. However, by 2003 the militants stepped up hostilities, launching rocket attacks against the office of an intelligence agency in Balogram, Swat. 

In one such attack two officials were killed. Strangely enough, intelligence agencies threatened journalists not to publish the news. “I was harassed when I dared published it. The intelligence tried to turn my colleagues against me for working against the interests of Swat,” said a journalist, who later left the area, and even his profession temporarily. 

The tribesmen of Dhog Dara are not alone in their worries. Almost everyone in the settled districts is passing through the same agony. It is the duty of the government to take the rogue elements to task. However, a flawed security apparatus and a listless political leadership cannot support the public whose anger could have formed the basis for a major rebellion against the Taliban in Malakand division and the province.
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