Response to terrorism
By Mushfiq Murshed

THE problems confronting Pakistan are both immediate and serious as demonstrated by the frequency of terrorist violence. Yet Hamlet-like indecision typified the victors of the Feb 18 election who for several weeks procrastinated on government formation.

While politicians dithered over power sharing and choosing a prime minister, suicide bombers continued to strike with impunity, targeting security personnel in particular as was the case in Lahore on March 11.

Nothing it seems has been learnt from the previous year, undoubtedly the most blood-drenched since 2001, in which 60 suicide attacks resulted in 770 deaths and 1,574 injuries. In the first ten weeks of the current year, 16 suicide attacks have claimed 259 lives. Of these, six have occurred between the Feb 18 election and mid-March with a toll of 130 fatalities.

The message in these gruesome statistics is that the need for a consensus government is more compelling and urgent than ever before if terrorism is to be effectively combated. Such a dispensation has to work hand in glove with a depoliticised military establishment to eliminate extremist violence.

It is heartening that soon after taking over as COAS, Gen Ashfaq Kayani has adopted measures to revive professionalism in the army and acknowledged that the military can best meet the challenges of the future with the support of civil society. The ban on army officers from associating with politicians and their recall from civilian posts are welcome first steps.

The epicentre of terrorist violence is in the tribal areas and Gen Kayani’s visits to Waziristan, the first by a COAS since the start of the militancy, is undoubtedly a morale booster for the soldiers who are engaged in a ‘ghost war’ in which the enemy is amorphous and cannot be easily identified, targeted and destroyed.

After the US-led invasion of Afghanistan, Al Qaeda ideologues and the Taliban sought to reverse the occupation of that country by the ‘infidels’. Islamic Pakistan and its Muslim army were initially considered kosher and were not attacked. This however changed in 2003 after the Egyptian cleric, Sheikh Essa, relocated to Mirali in North Waziristan. His sermons resulted in the emergence of takfiri militancy which considers all non-practising Muslims to be infidels. All perceived US allies and moderates are targets.

The venom spewed forth by Sheikh Essa has galvanised extremist forces such as Lashkar-i-Taiba, Jaish-i-Mohammad and Lashkar-i-Jhangvi to rally to his call and nothing short of establishing ‘Islamic emirates’ will satisfy them.

In the process, the writ of the state has been persistently eroded in the seven tribal agencies. Thus in late 2005, Pakistani Taliban in North Waziristan declared an Islamic state. In Bajaur, known in the 1980s and the 1990s as the ‘Poppy Kingdom’, Friday was declared the weekly holiday in July 2007.

Kurram Agency, the second largest in Fata and notorious for Shia-Sunni violence, was where Al Qaeda operatives first fled after 9/11. South and North Waziristan continue to be the centre of Taliban and Al Qaeda activity. In Khyber Agency, where the Lashkar-i-Islam is strong, men are forced to wear traditional caps or else their heads are shaved and they are fined.

The Orakzai and Mohmand agencies, although relatively more secure, are also becoming increasingly vulnerable to Al Qaeda and Taliban ingress. The former has witnessed Shia-Sunni violence and Taliban from this agency have moved into nearby Kohat where violence has been perpetrated on citizens who do not conform to their distorted interpretation of Islam.

In Mohmand Agency, despite the cooperation of the Safi tribesmen with the government, militants blew up the al-Sehat hospital in September 2007 as a warning to NGOs to stay out of the area.

The erosion of the state’s writ is not confined to the tribal areas as the events in Swat, other settled regions of the NWFP and the July 2007 Lal Masjid episode in Islamabad have demonstrated. The mainstream political parties and civil society have unanimously stressed that this trend must be urgently arrested and reversed. Yet post-election government formation has been unacceptably slow.

The prevailing political uncertainty and the absence of a clear-cut sense of direction have provided Al Qaeda and the Taliban the space to regroup and strike at random. The problem is complex and multi-layered. The solution lies in a mix of military, political and ideological initiatives.

Militarily, there must never again be a repetition of the Sararogha check-post incident of January 2008 or the abduction of more than 200 troops by Mehsud tribesmen and their Taliban allies as was the case in South Waziristan last year.

The measures taken by the new COAS to reinvigorate and restructure the army augur well.

Gen Kayani has affirmed the constitutional obligations of the armed forces and this means the military has to be depoliticised and work in tandem with the elected government. Only then can an effective civilian-military partnership so essential for the fight against terror be established.

Politically, the old administrative system of assistant commissioners, deputy commissioners and commissioners has to be revived. In Fata, the responsibility of dealing with the tribesmen, who should be associated with implementing state policy, must revert to the political agent.

The Political Parties Act of 1962 has to be implemented in the tribal areas. The lack of secular political parties has provided religious outfits an unopposed playing field through the management of mosques and madressahs. Development projects have to be accelerated and jobs created.

In Waziristan alone there are approximately 80,000 males in the 18-25 age group that are unemployed and therefore an easy target for recruitment into Taliban ranks.

Ideologically, the false dogma preached by the likes of Sheikh Essa needs to be exposed. Recently Sheikh Wahiduddin Khan, a prominent Indian scholar, stated that Dajjal, a concept that some theologians equate with the Islamic antichrist, is not a person but a manifestation of violence and terrorism. Shortly afterwards, no less than 20,000 Deobandi clerics collectively declared terrorism as un-Islamic.

The Taliban in Pakistan are also mostly Deobandis although links with the Darul Uloom of India were severed after Partition in 1947 and replaced by Wahabi influence and money. The question that arises here is whether genuine madressah reform can eventually erode the extremist ideology taught in the seminaries of Pakistan.

This three-pronged political, military and ideological approach to effectively combating terrorism can yield results only through a collective effort involving the elected government, a reformed military and, above all, civil society.
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