Rising terror wave


GOING by the figures released by a think-tank on Friday, Pakistan is next to Iraq in terms of casualties of terrorism. In Afghanistan, the casualties may be higher, but those are mostly battlefield deaths, besides what is known as collateral damage. Also, suicide attacks in Afghanistan do not have the same frequency and level of devastation as in Pakistan. According to the report prepared for 2007 by the Pak Institute for Peace Studies, Pakistan witnessed 1,442 violent incidents, including border skirmishes, causing nearly 9,000 casualties — 3,448 of them fatal. This figure is 492 per cent higher than that for 2005. Sixty suicide attacks alone killed 770 people. Of the total killed, 58 per cent were civilians.

The high figure for 2007 shows the military-led government’s gross failure to stem, much less reverse, the tide of terrorism. Benazir Bhutto’s assassination has added to the people’s sense of insecurity. If a two-time prime minister and a national leader can be murdered, what chances does the common citizen have of leading a life without being haunted by the spectre of terrorism at every step? The Lal Masjid episode epitomises the key features that characterise the failure of the government’s strategy in the war against terror: inability to act in time to pre-empt militants from fortifying themselves and a display of weakness in engaging the militants who have set up a parallel government in areas under their control.

The redeeming feature of the entire situation is that so far the militants have failed to win the sympathy of the people, including many of the ulema. This is something on which the government should have built its strategy. Unfortunately, the train of events since March 9, when the Chief Justice was made ‘non-functional, seems to have paralysed the government and rendered it incapable of tackling terrorism with the people’s help. The most frightful aspect of the situation is that the Taliban have sympathisers within the military establishment. Moreover, the image of the intelligence agencies being the godfathers of the militants is a historical legacy that refuses to go away. All one can hope is that the elected government that is likely to be in place next month will adopt a new, aggressive and more realistic strategy to combat terrorism. One of the new government’s tasks will be to make the people believe in earnest that the war on terror is in Pakistan’s interest and that the rulers are pursuing it honestly. The Balochistan problem must also be seen in a national perspective and should be de-linked from the war on terror. Being an elected government it must consider itself answerable to parliament and devise policies based on democratic consensus.

