Not for God alone


THE peaceful end on Monday to a primary schoolchildren’s hostage-taking near Bannu must be noted with an equal sense of relief and concern. The militants’ negotiated safe passage secured through local tribesmen can only be condoned under the extremely excruciating situation that had obtained. It helped avoid a tragedy like the one in Beslan, Russia, where in 2004, Chechen rebels held hundreds of schoolchildren hostage before security forces took action, resulting in the death of 186 children among others. But let’s not forget that many of the dozens of children who lived through the six-hour-long ordeal near Bannu did not come out wholly unscathed. The emotional scars left on their minds may never heal; nor the trauma suffered by their parents forgotten. Sadly, no social infrastructure exists to provide emotional counselling to mitigate their suffering.

The taxing episode left one hostage-taker dead and a police constable injured in the security forces’ bid to secure the release of a kidnapped health officer before the militants took the schoolchildren hostage. This exposes the vulnerability faced by the residents of the troubled region where only the absence of an ongoing war has come to define peace. Sadly, again, not enough has been done to secure public health and educational facilities or the people using them. Girls’ schools and unaccompanied women face much harassment; teachers are threatened and parents warned not to send their daughters to school. Barbers are forbidden from shaving beards and music outlets shut down. The militants have a free run of the field, with the people left to fend for themselves; security personnel stationed there fare only marginally better. This calls for more than fire-fighting.

It is perhaps simplistic to assume that faith alone drives the growing militancy in the troubled Frontier countryside. Evidently an underground economy has developed in the region pumping the ‘militancy enterprise’, as it were, driven by those funding terrorism and benefiting from it. Taking, for instance, religion out of the equation, it may well be argued that organised banditry is flourishing under the lawlessness gripping the region. The absence of a well-defined strategy to get to the root of the problem makes it all the more difficult to curb it. So far we have only seen a piecemeal approach to the issue, focused on solving one crisis after the other which misses the bigger picture. The real reasons behind the removal of the erstwhile Frontier governor, Mr Ali Jan Aurakzai, who was blamed for failing to arrest the rising wave of what is loosely termed ‘extremism’ because of its religious overtones, perhaps need to be explored afresh. Longer-term combat as well as a logistic, economic and psychological warfare strategy have to be in place to plug all potential loopholes in the ways and means applied to fighting terrorism.

